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Preface  
Bruce Dixon and Will Richardson  

Welcome to Volume 1 of the Modern Learners Reader, a collection of essays on 

the topic of educational change written by Will Richardson and Bruce Dixon 

since 2013. These 40+ thought pieces were selected from nearly 200 that were 

posted to ModernLearners.com, and they’ve been brought together here with one 

purpose in mind: To challenge your thinking about learning and classrooms 

and education today.  

As you’ll quickly find out, the authors feel there is an urgent imperative to stop 

trying to improve schooling for our kids and, instead, reimagine it. Because of the 

advent of the Web and the technologies we use to access it, learning is, in a phrase, 

leaving the (school) building. And today, at a moment when learners of all ages 

have never had more agency over their own learning, schools must unlearn 

centuries old mindsets and practices and relearn them in ways that truly will serve 

every child living in the modern, connected world. 

As you read, we hope you ask lots of questions. We hope you discuss these ideas 

with colleagues, friends, and others. We hope you’ll Think About the discussion 

questions after each essay. And we hope that you’ll join the conversation about 

these ideas in our Facebook group at www.facebook.com/groups/ModernLearners.  

Before you get started, we want you take on one challenge that we think will 

prepare you for the journey. Simply, define “learning.” What is it? What do you 

believe about how children learn most powerfully and deeply? What conditions are 

required for that to happen? 

These are the questions from which all of these essays stem. And we believe that 

every educator should articulate their own “principles of learning.” Only then will 

we truly be able to reimagine our work. Thanks for reading. 

http://www.facebook.com/groups/ModernLearners
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A Dozen Givens  
Some things we have to accept about school and education.  

Will Richardson  

It’s been interesting to observe over the last eight months or so a growing chorus 

of parents, authors, educators and even some policy makers begin to articulate 

their concern over the relevance of the current practices that we use in schools to 

“educate” our kids. While the arguments and discussions vary on the edges, it feels 

like there is finally an admission on the part of many connected to education that 

the world has changed, and that like most other parts of society, schools are going 

to have to change with it. I know we’re nowhere close to “most” believing that. 

But I also know that the momentum is picking up. 

Why? What’s happened to get people thinking 

and talking about “different” instead of “better?” 

Well, for one thing, I think parents are sensing 

the fact that many kids simply aren’t being 

prepared for their lives in the current system. 

Take note of the slew of movies and books that 

have come out this year that are pushing back 

hard against the fundamental structures of 

schools, especially in terms of assessments. Or the steady drip of stories of kids 

who are finding success based on the work they do on their own, built on their 

interests and passions. Those kids who are tracking down traditional pathways are 

waiting longer for jobs that don’t require the amount of education they’ve paid for 

and are heading back to school to accrue more debt. It’s not that a bachelor’s 

degree no longer suffices; more it’s that many kids don’t have the self-

determination, initiative, and networks to problem solve their way out of their 

dilemmas. They’re waiting, just like they did in school. 

But I think the foundation of the shift lies in the new “givens” about the modern 

world, facts that require us to engage in different thinking as well as different 

conversations about what we do in our schools. Here are a dozen that I think begin 

to form the “compelling case” for change that is driving these new conversations: 

By and large, schools have not 
kept apace of the changes 
brought about by the Web and 
technology in general over the 
last decade. 
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1. The Web and the technologies that drive it are fundamentally changing the way 

we think about how we can learn and become educated in a globally networked 

and connected world. 

2. By and large, schools have not kept apace of the changes brought about by the 

Web and technology in general over the last decade. Schools were built for a 

different era when knowledge, information, and teachers were in scarce supply. 

Put simply, much of our traditional thinking about education is not meeting the 

needs of our modern student learners. 

3. Because we have increasing access to the sum of human knowledge and almost 

3 billion people online, it’s more important that our students become learners as 

opposed to learned. 

4. The consumption and creation of content online is uncontrollable. 

5. The skills, literacies, and dispositions required to navigate this increasingly 

complex and change filled world are much different from those stressed in the 

current school curriculum. Current testing regimes are inadequate in measuring a 

student’s ability to find and solve problems, think critically and creatively, deal 

well with failure, persevere, collaborate with others, etc. 

6. While important, the 4Cs of creativity, collaboration, critical thinking, and 

communication are no longer enough. Learners must now be able to connect to 

other learners and to design and build solutions to problems using computers. 

7. Our children will live and work in a much more transparent world as tools to 

publish pictures, video, and texts become more accessible and more ubiquitous. 

Their online reputations must be built and managed. 

8. Increasingly, as a variety of educational opportunities are beginning to take 

shape, college is becoming one of many paths to a middle class existence, not the 

only path. 

9. The future of work is changing rapidly as well. Workers in the future will not 

“find employment.” Employment will find them. Or they will create their own. 
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10. We cannot predict with certainty the impacts of technological advances on the 

future of learning and work. Our students will have to be comfortable with fast-

paced change and uncertainty. 

11. The safe, effective, and ethical uses of technologies are complex and require 

constant and consistent teaching and modeling from adult educators and parents. 

12. Technology is no longer an option when it comes to learning at mastery levels. 

There are others, I’m sure, and I’d love to hear what other compelling realities 

you’re sensing that will drive the conversation even further. But there’s no 

argument any longer that the old narratives and expectations of school are 

slamming into the new realities of the connected, networked world, and that 

moving forward, we’re going to have to rethink our practice based not just on our 

beliefs about how deep and powerful learning occurs in general but also on the 

affordances that the Web and other technologies bring to the table. 

Think About: 

1. What other “givens” can you think of related to modern learning? 

2. Which of the “givens” above are most challenging to embrace? 

1 to 1 Is Not the Answer  
Why we're not doing "ubiquitous access" right.  

Bruce Dixon  

If you want to keep abreast of what is happening with technology in education 

across developing countries, Mike Trucano from the World Bank writes an 

interesting blog which focuses on the policy aspects across many regions. The 

Bank’s reach means he is across a lot more than most, and while his focus is 

around national policy, he often highlights experiences that might be of interest to 

school and systemic leaders. 

Given his brief he is naturally across many of the 1 to 1 initiatives from across the 

globe, his post at the end of last year was a summary of much of the outcome of the 

http://blogs.worldbank.org/team/michael-trucano
http://blogs.worldbank.org/edutech/1-to-1-computing-around-the-world
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Global Symposium on ICT use in education in Korea which focused on 

“Transforming Education with 1:1 Computing: Learning from Practical 

Experiences in Providing Students with Their Own Individual Computing Devices” 

Much of what was discussed there would be top of mind for many educational 

leaders. For those districts, provinces or schools that are still considering such an 

initiative, his Trends and Lessons from 1-to-1 Educational Computing Efforts 

Around the World is useful, but it also should provoke discussion across a wider 

group, most notably leaders of schools who have already deployed the more than 

30 million laptops and tablets to students in countries around the globe. 

So what have we learnt? 

What would we do differently now if we were to give advice to schools 

considering 1 to 1 as a BYOD and/or a school supported initiative? 

As this year’s ISTE looms again in the US, maybe it’s time we had some serious 

reflection on our progress to date. 

For mine, I lament our continued focus on the wrong “1,” the technology, rather 

than what it makes possible; despite all manner of solemn commitments to 

“pedagogy before technology,” we are still too often avoiding the realities of what 

delivering a digitally-rich learning environment could and should mean for 

kids today. 

1 to 1, or BYOD simply gives us a platform on which we can create extraordinary 

possibilities-if we choose to, but too often too many seem to have been distracted 

by other priorities. 

We have countries providing ubiquitous 1 to 1 access to facilitate more efficient 

textbook delivery (Indonesia and Thailand), countries that mandate it for 

assessment purposes (USA), and countries that use it to deliver votes for election 

promises (Australia… and others.) And that of course leaves out the LAUSD 

debacle which to date appears to have served no useful purpose. 

As extreme as some of these examples might appear, their frequency seems 

directly related to the scale of implementation, where educational vision gets lost 

in a fog of politics and populism. 

http://blogs.worldbank.org/edutech/1-to-1-computing-around-the-world
http://blogs.worldbank.org/edutech/1-to-1-computing-around-the-world
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But what probably worries me most is what I call the ‘plateauing of practice’ 

whereby large numbers of deployments have met with an initial enthusiasm which 

over 12 -18 months plateaus to the technology’s use being largely marginalized 

and ultimately appropriated within the traditional orthodoxies of daily school 

functions. 

How much time and energy has been expended across all the implementations we 

have seen to date looking for new ways in which can engage more kids, more 

often, in more complex concepts and ideas? If it is not to come from us, then who 

should it be? 

As inspired as I might be by the exemplary examples we might see in the 

exceptional classrooms of some remarkable teachers, we continue to compromise 

our young people if we cannot get our focus back on what really matters. As 

committed as many are, I sense there is still a malaise that hangs over our 

profession, and we will only break through that if the leaders in our schools can 

bring a sense of both inevitability and urgency to the task of transforming the 

learning experiences of our kids. 

To do this we need breakthrough thinking; 

powerful ideas that can build a sense of purpose 

and possibilities. Is now not the time that school 

leaders might be asking themselves and their staff 

questions such as the following. 

What should the learning and teaching of science 

look like in a technology-rich modern learning 

environment? (Insert your domain of choice here, 

but science is often an obvious one to start with.) 

If all that we read about the importance of feedback from Hattie, and formative 

assessment from people like Dylan William really matters, how might we be best 

leverage ubiquitous technology access to expand on those concepts? 

Why aren’t there more large scale Math initiatives now in place to build on the 

ground-breaking thinking of Conrad Wolfram and his colleagues? What about lots 

more school-based ones as well? 

How much time and energy has 
been expended across all the 
implementations we have seen 
to date looking for new ways in 
which can engage more kids, 
more often, in more complex 
concepts and ideas? 

 

http://education.qld.gov.au/staff/development/performance/resources/readings/power-feedback.pdf
http://www.dylanwiliam.org/Dylan_Wiliams_website/Welcome.html
https://www.computerbasedmath.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=60OVlfAUPJg
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To what extent have we reimagined the traditional framework into which so many 

1 to 1 initiatives have been placed? As Scott Looney asks, what are the “Sacred 

Cows of Education,” and which ones might we consider leaving out? Is it possible 

that we could be exploring these possibilities in depth in a sub-school such as our 

Middle schools? Here’s an example of what one school is doing in this space. 

Despite world-wide enthusiasm for where Maker thinking is heading, why are so 

many hesitant to embed the concepts across the curriculum? If programming in 

schools died a natural death by the turn of the last Century, what steps might you 

take to embrace coding across grade levels and ages in ways that will see 

engagement sustained? 

Despite commitments to the contrary, I still worry we were too often looking for 

the silver bullet, which of course for many was the technology itself, when the 

answer is tough, long-term and at times can be both radical and challenging. 

I’ll finish with two quotes I heard recently from school leaders which illustrate the 

dimension and scope of the challenge. 

“Our staff of 150 is one year into a BYOD world, and unfortunately due to a 

number of different factors, they are not enjoying themselves.” 

Now I’m not sure I need to comment here, other than to say I hear it often. It 

reflects the most common problems we face which is simply around wrong 

assumptions and unclear expectations. If we don’t start by getting these right from 

the outset, then we have an awful lot of ground to make up. 

The second is quite the opposite, from a principal, Stephen Harris, who I regard 

as someone who is creating a school culture in which both students and teachers 

share a commitment to doing ‘whatever it takes’ to create the best transformed 

learning landscape. 

Is his focus on technology or infrastructure or funding or digital literacy? No. 

“I believe that developing effective collaborative skills among teachers is the 

biggest challenge we have to transform.” 

http://genius.com/D-scott-looney-the-future-of-education-why-hawken-has-to-lead-annotated#note-4537157
http://www.adelaidenow.com.au/news/south-australia/fremont-elizabeth-city-high-school-scraps-year-levels-in-overhaul/story-fni6uo1m-1227408798659#itm=newscomau%7Chome%7Cnca-homepage-masthead-feature%7C4%7Cheading%7Chomepage%7Chomepage&itmt=1434955444722
http://www.inventtolearn.com/
http://scil.com.au/people/stephen-harris/
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This is targeting the real challenge, and that is about equipping our staff with the 

skills and competencies to review, reflect, improve and share their practices in 

ways that will inevitably bring about the transformed learning experiences that we 

yearn for our students. 

No, 1 to 1 is not the answer. It is certainly an excellent step in the right direction, 

but it is just that, a step. 

Think About: 

1. What kind of a culture needs to be in place in order for technology to become 

transformative? 

2. What does “transformation” look like? 

Beyond Better  
Not being satisfied with incrementalism.  

Bruce Dixon  

The concept of “improvement” is an interesting one. It’s one of those words that 

gets thrown around when we talk about “school improvement,” “improving test 

scores” and the like, but it’s also a word that can carry many hidden meanings. 

Improving test scores inevitably means higher scores, but it can also be used in 

reference to “closing the gap” between highest and lowest performers, while 

school improvement is really a generic that seems to cover all manner of ills, from 

radical transformation to a new coat of paint. 

It’s not that improvement isn’t a good thing, but it is one of those phrases that can 

too often mean anything to everyone. Under the umbrella of school improvement, 

currently one of the major areas of focus across many school systems is the 

challenge of variability, not so much between schools, but rather within, from one 

teacher to the next, and the evidence on the impact that has on student’s learning is 

very significant. 
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So it’s no wonder that we are seeing more and more workshops focusing on the 

essential sub-skills of teaching, and the factors that have the most influence on 

students learning experiences. Hattie and his Top Ten are very much in vogue, 

with particular emphasis on questioning techniques, feedback and formative 

assessment which along with PLC’s probably make up a large percentage of the in-

service work that is currently popular. 

All this must be a good thing, although I am often surprised by the pedagogical 

naivety shown in some of these workshops, and am continually asking myself, 

what on earth is now being focused on in our undergraduate teacher preparation 

courses? For many I realise education specialties may have been post-graduate 

which is becoming more the case, however somewhere between the lectures and 

the practicums too often there seems to be a fair bit missing. 

However, such concerns at times seem minor 

when I step back and think of where this is 

heading. We know we should be continually 

improving the learning experiences of our young 

people, we know we have to provide ongoing 

professional support for teachers if they are to be 

better in that task… but, is that enough? 

What we are saying is that the challenges we face 

in our schools today will be best addressed if we 

can only do a ‘better’ job, that is improve our existing practices. Getting better is 

most commendable, but aren’t today’s schools facing an even bigger challenge? 

Isn’t there something happening in the world outside our schools that suggests that 

we should be looking beyond better? 

While the current focus of the majority of our professional learning programs is 

about refining and improving existing practice, one can’t help but think that 

additionally, maybe we should be looking for new models, new ideas and new 

practices that better reflect the way our young modern learners are learning today. 

This is not to in any way belittling the obvious benefit that our students get from 

teachers improving traditional practice, but unfortunately I would suggest that 

maybe it is no longer enough. 

It’s no wonder that we are 
seeing more and more 
workshops focusing on the 
essential sub-skills of teaching, 
and the factors that have the 
most influence on students 
learning experiences. 
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Our focus now must be on discovery. It must be about the profession taking risks 

and exploring new ideas to engage our modern learners in ways that leverage the 

digitally-rich world they inhabit.  This is also about opportunity. It’s about 

opportunities for our best teachers to let go, to move out of their comfort zone and 

explore new ideas, new pedagogies that allow their students to go far beyond what 

they might have thought possible before. This isn’t about more of the same, done 

better, but rather it demands deep intellectual engagement across the profession to 

discover just what is now possible. 

What is possible today could never have been imagined before, maybe it’s time we 

were much bolder and broadened the focus of our in-service and pre-service 

programs so they we can start to seriously unravel those possibilities. 

Think About: 

1. What parts of schooling will not be served by “better?” 

2. How can we move from “better” to fundamentally “different?” 

What's Old is New  
Let's talk about learning before talking about technology.  

Will Richardson  

Last week was ISTE, the largest gathering of technology educators annually in the 

United States. This was my eighth ISTE “experience,” and it’s hard for me to 

ignore the love/hate feeling I have for it. The best parts are, as always, the people. 

It’s a time to reconnect with friends from the early days of blogging and social 

media, to reminisce a bit about how much (or how little) things have changed in 

the last 15 years (especially when it comes to schools,) and to just get a 

temperature check of where we’re at in the conversation around learning and 

change in schools. 

The worst parts, for me at least, are the Expo floor and the sessions, few of which I 

find rise to the level of what I would call provocative. This despite the fact that 230 

sessions this year had the word “transform” in the description. I mean seriously, 32 

sessions about flipped learning!?! Really? And to be honest, few of the sessions 

that I saw were even very entertaining. (One sponsored by the US DOE took the 

https://www.isteconference.org/2015/
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first 15 minutes to read the bios of the panelists. Seriously. Another on 21st 

Century Skills was of the four bullet points per slide variety. I’m sorry, but if we’re 

going to choose to lecture, which is what most of the one hour sessions are, we’ve 

got to do better than that.) 

And the vendor floor. (See Audrey’s description to get a sense.) No question, there 

was an uptick this year of constructionist technologies, usually in the form of 

maker space stuff. And from what I could tell, there was some really good stuff 

there. But it was still absolutely dwarfed by those selling glitzy crap that schools or 

teachers really don’t need in the name of “learning” even though the vendors I 

managed to speak to had little or no concept on what that term even means (outside 

of how it’s calculated in numbers.) It’s about data, or it’s about curriculum, or it’s 

about fancy, schmantzy blended, interactive, be-the-rock-star teacher tools that 

will “engage” students. Or it’s about more data. 

Oh, and it’s also about money, of course. And so it goes… 

Here’s my tell-all take away from ISTE this year. It was a moment when someone 

came up and said, “Hey Will! So what’s new?” And the response that came 

bubbling out was “What’s old is what’s new.” Or at least, what’s old is what 

should be new. Because I’ve come to understand that we can’t fully evaluate or 

make sense of the new if we aren’t fully 

grounded in what’s old. And by that I mean 

grounded in our ageless understanding of how 

we and our kids learn. If ISTE is representative 

of anything going on in education right now, 

it’s certainly this: we’ve replaced the 

conversation around learning with a 

conversation around technology and curriculum 

and a whole bunch of other stuff that lets us 

ignore the one important thing in front of us: 

powerful, deep, learning. As I said on the panel 

that Audrey refers to in her post, “We’ve lost 

the conversation around learning.”  

And that’s a bad thing. 

I’ve come to understand that we 
can’t fully evaluate or make sense 
of the new if we aren’t fully 
grounded in what’s old. And by 
that I mean grounded in our 
ageless understanding of how we 
and our kids learn. 

http://hackeducation.com/2015/06/29/is-it-time-to-give-up-on-computers/
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I mentioned a few weeks ago, we’re not well read when it comes to our 

understanding of the larger changes happening in our lives. It’s difficult for us to 

choose tools and strategies with relevance unless we have at least some sense of 

how the world is changing at all levels. But some beliefs about learning are 

timeless, right? Last week at some point, I Tweeted out a link to John Dewey’s 

Pedagogic Creed. In it, he writes: 

To reclaim it, we have to peel back the layers of rhetoric and marketing and 

“transformation” and get in touch with what believe about not just learning but 

about what the world holds for our kids. As I mentioned a few weeks ago, we’re 

not well read when it comes to our understanding of the larger changes happening 

in our lives. It’s difficult for us to choose tools and strategies with relevance unless 

we have at least some sense of how the world is changing at all levels. But some 

beliefs about learning are timeless, right? Last week at some point, I Tweeted out a 

link to John Dewey’s Pedagogic Creed. In it, he writes: 

I believe that the only true education comes through the stimulation of the 

child’s powers by the demands of the social situations in which he finds himself. 

And: 

I believe that interests are the signs and symptoms of growing power. I believe 

that they represent dawning capacities. Accordingly the constant and careful 

observation of interests is of the utmost importance for the educator. 

To see schools and classrooms and education through just those lenses changes the 

conversation a great deal. (Read the rest.) Yet how many of us can articulate what 

exactly we believe about learning and then use those as starting points for our 

decisions when we walk the vendor floor at ISTE? How many of us visit the 

vendors or attend the sessions thinking the following? 

 

http://modernlearners.com/reading-the-world/
http://dewey.pragmatism.org/creed.htm
http://modernlearners.com/reading-the-world/
http://dewey.pragmatism.org/creed.htm
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We have to start seeing technology as something that enhances and amplifies what 

we already know about good learning, not something that creates “new” learning. 

But we can only do that if we’re grounded in a vision and belief of what good 

learning is to begin with. 

Think About: 

1. What are some best in class examples of technology amplifying learning for 

students? 

2. How do you learn with technology? 

Putting the EdTech Cart Before the Horse  
We need to be critical of the claims on the vendor floor.  

Bruce Dixon  

As I was blissfully wandering through yet another educational technology 

exhibition recently, albeit BETT in London, the largest in the world, I was 

wondering if we are really aware of who or what has the most influence on our 

edtech buying decisions. 

In the midst of the millions of dollars spent displaying technology ‘kit’ at BETT, 

you’d have to reasonably suggest that either this is a sort of technology Mardi Gras 

or the industry believes it significantly impacts the buying choices educators make. 

Now I for one quite like a Mardi Gras, and while I did find a large number of the 

BETT exhibitors to be more entertaining than informative, I do worry that others 

may not share my sense of humor. 

For example, I was highly amused by the whiteboard company that proudly 

displayed its “Inspired Collaboration” tagline across its very expensive and 

expansive exhibition stand, but I nearly fell over when a competitor in the same 

field was seriously suggesting to educators that their whiteboards allowed students 

to “Experience the Power of Learning Naturally.” 

http://www.bettshow.com/
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While I think it is great to see humor displayed so openly at trade shows, I must 

admit in walking a little further, I was a little taken aback by the explosion in the 

number of companies who appear keen to tie up, lock up and secure laptops. 

Goodness, I never realized delinquent devices would be such an issue, but this 

year’s BETT show had no fewer than ten companies exhibiting their lockup wares. 

One stand had forty rather robust looking lockers that schools could purchase for a 

mere $40k, probably winning the Mardi Gras crown for most entertaining. I mean, 

surely no-one would seriously consider spending that sort of money keeping 

laptops away from kids when for the same amount of money you could simply 

give 80 kids their own device? Saves them stealing them, which I can only 

presume was the assumption being made, but I jest. 

The same vendors did catch me out a few years earlier when they were rolling out 

delightfully colored and configured laptop trolleys, which I thought were just a 

sendup of labs-on-wheels. But no; they were serious. And blow me down if 

schools didn’t buy the things. We do often say that language matters, and the only 

explanation I can think of is that people mistook transformation for transport, and 

so they opted to put the laptops on wheels rather than let kids have them as 

personal devices. Pity really, but then the industry was only following the lead of 

educators…or were they? 

Christenson et al have been talking 

about, but then who would want to 

suggest that disruption sells product? 

Probably the two most frequent words 

I came across in walking around the 

700+ stands at BETT were simple and 

easy, as in Seating Plans Made Easy 

and Simple Classroom Technology (iPads). I just wasn’t sure whether the appeal 

of simplicity was for students or teachers. Control and Management were also very 

popular, where the focus was on introducing technology that allowed classes to 

continue as normal. Not quite the disruptive process that 

ISTE’s show last year was a Flipping big one, and much as I do like entertainment, 

I’m not all that sure that we should be heading off to all these trade shows with the 

expectations we currently appear to have. 

I was a little taken aback by 
the explosion in the number 
of companies who appear 
keen to tie up, lock up and 
secure laptops. 

http://www.claytonchristensen.com/books/disrupting-class/
https://www.isteconference.org/ISTE/2014/
http://www.uq.edu.au/tediteach/flipped-classroom/what-is-fc.html
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Today with the edtech sector now worth billions of dollars… or pounds, I think we 

might be too often looking for that thought leadership to come from industry rather 

than education. 

I for one, have always supported the edtech industry, in particular those within it 

who are striving to build products around new and innovative ideas that impact on 

learning. To its credit, and in the best English tradition, BETT has always had its 

share of those innovative companies, going back to its most innovative phase of 

the early ‘80’s. It started in similar ways to NECC, the precursor exhibition to 

ISTE, with edtech startups which were often either higher ed spinoffs or former 

teachers working with industry in response to emerging ideas they had from 

classrooms. Some of the most impactful, exciting, innovative material, be it 

robotics, Logo, simulations or adventure games came from that time… and it came 

from education thought leaders. 

Today I am not so sure. Today with the edtech sector now worth billions of 

dollars… or pounds, I think we might be too often looking for that thought 

leadership to come from industry rather than education. The edtech field is full of 

trends that become fads and then failures, and both the commercial and education 

sectors lose. While I realize that it’s a hard sell to promote change, or dare I say 

transformation, the impact of five or six hundred vendors seeking to maintain the 

status quo while endeavoring to sell their wares is too often overlooked. It is also 

more than reasonable to suggest that it is the industry’s role to respond to the needs 

of schools, not to try and lead them. 

On reflection I worry that maybe we have underestimated the influence of this 

endorsement of our existing models of school and existing classroom practice. At 

BETT, as at ISTE and many other edtech exhibitions, there were extraordinary 

numbers of products whose main aim was to control, manage or monitor. Does this 

represent our priorities in developing a modern learning environment? 

We have only ourselves to blame. Over the past decade we appear to have allowed 

the industry to set the agenda rather than the other way around. The commercial 

sector gains most when they have products or services that people want, not what 

they want them to have. The shift from desktop labs to 1 to 1 is a good case in 

point. Whether it was the PDA’s of the mid-90’s, palm pilots, or whatever manner 

of dumbed down device, we have too often allowed the industry to set the agenda 

for what device might be best for student use. 
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Maybe we are just scared, of maybe we just prefer to defer. Maybe isn’t good 

enough, because if we ever think that we can truly transform the learning 

experiences of our kids, then it would seem in everyone’s best interest that the 

partnership between the industry and education sectors be realigned. It’s currently 

out of balance. 

How else can we explain the tens of millions invested and lost with companies like 

InBloom? How can we explain the poorly informed extremes that are coming out 

almost weekly from start-ups that are focused on ‘personalized’ learning and 

learning analytics? Is there an educator in the house? Is there anyone who is 

driving this irrational exuberance around edtech who actually understands the 

needs of schools, and their students? 

Whether it’s the billions that are coming from venture funds or a lapse in our 

leadership, it is surely time for us to refocus the agenda. As much as I did find 

many things to laugh about at BETT, some things frankly made me cry. As much 

as I enjoy being entertained at a trade show, I would rather that I was more 

informed. It’s not a big ask, but I think maybe we need to be more aware of the 

influences we have to negotiate in making effective buying decisions. 

Think About: 

1. What is your process for evaluating technology? Does it start with learning? 

2. How do you define innovation? 

Our Uncertain Moment  
Larger changes in the world leave us with more questions than 
answers.  

Will Richardson  

Last week on my own blog, I posted an essay by a high school student who was 

assessing the state of his education. It is marked, he writes, by a state of 

uncertainty and inconsistency. Here’s a snip: 

Kids love to learn. They hate school. School has become a life draining 

institution that takes passionate, longing kids and leaves them hollowed husks, 

http://www.bloomberg.com/bw/articles/2014-05-01/inbloom-shuts-down-amid-privacy-fears-over-student-data-tracking
http://www.bloomberg.com/bw/articles/2014-05-01/inbloom-shuts-down-amid-privacy-fears-over-student-data-tracking
http://willrichardson.com/post/137582967440/we-feel-lost
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begging for a passing grade so they have a slightly better chance to move to the 

next year. Too many have simply given up. Too many, students and teachers 

alike, have given up on each other, and the system designed to enlighten us, 

when in reality all is does is throw us into uneducated darkness.  

It’s a pretty scathing indictment, one that 

was confirmed by a number of Tweets and 

comments from parents and teachers 

expressing similar feelings and experiences. 

To be honest, it gave me another perspective 

as to the reasons why our kids seem so 

disengaged, my own included. It’s harder to stay focused if you don’t know what’s 

coming next. It’s harder to be productive. And even more, his feelings resonated 

with my own uncertainty of this moment, how much everything seems in flux, 

shifting, unpredictable. And not just in an educational sense, but in a personal 

sense as well. When we explode the record for the hottest year on earth, I can’t 

help but pause and wonder what we’ve got ourselves into, what the outcome 

might be. 

So it’s no surprise that when I saw a Stowe Boyd piece come through my inbox 

titled “Welcome to the Postnormal Paradox” something about that title pulled me 

in. And it led me to another post by someone I’d never heard of, Ziauddin Sardar, 

who six years ago was putting voice to many of the things I feel today. Apologies 

for the extended snip, but I think it’s worth the time. 

All that was ‘normal’ has now evaporated; we have entered postnormal times, 

the in between period where old orthodoxies are dying, new ones have not yet 

emerged, and nothing really makes sense. To have any notion of a viable future, 

we must grasp the significance of this period of transition which is 

characterized by three c’s: complexity, chaos and contradictions… 

 

…The espiritu del tiempo, the spirit of our age, is characterised by uncertainty, 

rapid change, realignment of power, upheaval and chaotic behaviour. We live 

in an in-between period where old orthodoxies are dying, new ones have yet to 

be born, and very few things seem to make sense. Ours is a transitional age, a 

time without the confidence that we can return to any past we have known and 

with no confidence in any path to a desirable, attainable or sustainable future. 

It is a time when all choices seem perilous, likely to lead to ruin, if not entirely 

over the edge of the abyss. In our time it is possible to dream all dreams of 

I’ve no doubt that the realignment in 
education has begun, that the 
upheaval is only in its nascent stages. 

https://workfutures.io/welcome-to-the-postnormal-paradox-9eed8162d0ca#.6dci86vap
http://ziauddinsardar.com/2011/03/welcome-to-postnormal-times/
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visionary futures but almost impossible to believe we have the capability or 

commitment to make any of them a reality. We live in a state of flux beset by 

indecision: what is for the best, which is worse? We are disempowered by the 

risks, cowed into timidity by fear of the choices we might be inclined or 

persuaded to contemplate. 

There are moments when I read certain things and literally get chills. This is one of 

those times simply because of how deeply this resonates with where my brain 

keeps swimming to, especially when it comes to the choices we face in education. 

I’ve no doubt that the realignment of education has begun, that the upheaval is 

only in its nascent stages. I don’t think most in education have nearly enough of a 

sense of what’s coming, or are thinking of strategies to deal with it. While I am 

seeing more and more of the people I meet and work with starting to ask harder 

questions, I still don’t think many fully grasp the level of uncertainty that we’re 

dealing with. For instance, this week at Davos, the World Economic Forum came 

out with a report on jobs that says: 

On average, by 2020, more than a third of the desired core skill sets of most 

occupations will be comprised of skills that are not yet considered crucial to the 

job today, according to our respondents. 

And that’s just one example. 

Obviously, this is a time for innovation and creativity, not paralysis. But I think 

that too many educators feel like innovation and creativity are too risky when it 

comes to their students and that uncertainty is to be avoided rather than embraced. 

Too many are still confident in a comfortable narrative of the past that they cling to 

as a safety net. I get that, but I wonder what the effects of that will be in the long 

run. Actually, I don’t wonder. Kids will be more disengaged, more unprepared, 

more unable to adapt at the even bigger changes yet to come. 

I try not to get too seduced too much by the “huge, fast change” stuff, but I’ll 

admit to buying into it quite a bit. Maybe I spend too much time with my head in 

those spaces online, reading and discussing. I can’t help feeling, however, that we 

need to wake up and get much more informed as a profession as to what these 

uncertainties are, and start talking collectively about the solutions rather than 

arguing the merits of a legacy system that is dying a slow death. 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_FOJ_Executive_Summary_Jobs.pdf
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Think About: 

1. What changes in the larger world seem to be moving faster than others? 

2. How do we create cultures that embrace rather than shun change? 

How Bold is Your Vision  

We need to raise the bar when we Think About change.  

Bruce Dixon  

It’s hard to think of many words that are more misused or abused in our schools 

than “vision,” and even if we discount the number of times it’s confused for 

mission, its role as the North Star too often seems to be trivialized if not by 

definition, then certainly by execution. Certainly the article Will referred to in his 

column last week was a perfect example. 

Yet the role of a vision is a simple one. What is the “optimal desired future state” – 

the mental picture – of what a school wants to achieve over time?  It’s about 

communicating an image of the future that draws others in, that is shared, and 

ultimately one that can be effectively implemented at some time in the not too 

distant future. But though it may be simple, it is certainly not easy, especially when 

researchers who study leaders’ work activities estimate that only 3% of their time 

is actually spent envisioning. Yet a frail vision inevitably leads to an endorsement 

of the status quo and over time simply becomes a proxy for inaction. 

Paradoxically I feel the toughest part comes from 

knowing the unknown, and in our technology-rich 

world today that task can at times appear simply 

overwhelming. What should our school look like in 

3, 5 or 10 years’ time? How might it be different? 

How might the rapidly emerging new technologies 

impact our students learning, and what could and 

should that mean for how, when, where and what 

they learn? 

Not all visions are ‘equal’, 
and it is therefore always 
good to reflect on the 
balance of breadth and 
depth in any school or 
district’s vision statement. 

 

http://modernlearners.com/how-not-to-change-culture-in-the-classroom/
http://modernlearners.com/how-not-to-change-culture-in-the-classroom/
https://hbr.org/2009/01/to-lead-create-a-shared-vision
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Undoubtedly the answers to such questions are often distracted by the very 

technologies themselves, and accordingly lead to a vision that is limited to the 

scope or capacity of a specific technology. The introduction of laptops is a prime 

example of this, and I could sadly relate too many stories of schools or Districts 

whose vision for their future was essentially to provide every student with 

a device. 

Now as exciting as that might seem for some, particularly those in more 

economically challenged circumstances, it is operational rather than visionary, and 

has certainly become one of the key sources of disillusionment across far too many 

1 to 1 or BYOD initiatives. 

On the other hand it’s important to acknowledge that not all visions are ‘equal’, 

and it is therefore always good to reflect on the balance of breadth and depth in 

any school or district’s vision statement. 

Whilst the more absurd “Our students will participate fully in a digital world” 

statements reflects a breadth that is frankly meaningless, it is important that a 

school’s vision does have a scope that embraces the potential of what might be 

possible…even if the roadmap to execution is still to be fully uncovered. 

Additionally, a school’s vision must have depth to avoid the perception of shallow 

meaningless cliché’s that sound good but go nowhere… and haven’t we all seen 

too many 21st Century adventures in educational jargon that were in fact little 

more than a confirmation of existing practice. 

While not every school vision is by default transformational, I would contend that 

in today’s rapidly changing world they should be. For the thousands of times we 

have heard or used the “T” word in recent years, surely it is time for bolder visions 

that genuinely reflect the transformation in schooling that so many of our students 

are longing for today. 

Over time I’ve collected quite a range of school visions from across the globe, and 

as diverse as they are, they basically represent what might be thought of as three 

levels of transformation: 

1st Order Transformation is largely about a Shift of Medium & Purpose. This 

usually includes a focus on economics where they see emerging technologies as 
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offering a foundation for future economic growth or improved employment 

prospects, or productivity which is facilitated by a move to digital books or online 

assessments. 

2nd Order Transformation is more about a Shift of Place & Delivery focused on 

improving traditional achievement. This includes flexible spaces and times… 

extending the place of learning beyond school walls, while maintaining legacy 

accountabilities by improving traditional academic outcomes for all students. 

3rd Order Transformation then is about Shift of Scope & Pedagogy… genuinely 

rethinking the possibilities, and is more about not only what students should be 

learning today, but more importantly exploring new pedagogies that reflect the 

way in which they learn best in a digitally rich world. 

Which brings to what is possibly the biggest challenge faced by school leadership 

in defining a bold vision, and that is understanding the scope of possibility that is 

offered to staff and students in a genuine modern learning environment. 

Should the focus be on the ‘business of school’, as a recent New Yorker article on 

AltSchool suggested. 

“Basically, what we have told teachers is we have hired you for your creative 

teacher brains, and anytime you are doing something that doesn’t require your 

creative teacher brain that a computer could be doing as well as or better than you, 

then a computer should do it.” 

Or should their priority be the extraordinary pedagogical potential a digital world 

offers, and if so how might you now be able to define professional freedom within 

the context of compliance and legacy assessment? 

Random ideas such as personalized learning or ubiquitous technology might sound 

good but in reality change very little if they don’t have a guiding light or vision 

that is reference point for all the key decisions that are taken across a school 

community. 

As much as I have concerns about many of the pedagogical assumptions made in 

designing ‘new school’ models such as AltSchool and Summit charter schools in 

Ca,  it is nonetheless important for leaders to stay abreast with these alternatives, 

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/07/altschools-disrupted-education
https://www.altschool.com/
http://summitps.org/
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and fully understand what they really represent. Over a number of years many such 

models have come and gone,  and it is just as valuable for leaders to understand the 

nature of the educational assumptions they may be based on, as it is to learn from 

the transformative impact of the innovations at schools such as High Tech High, 

Hawken School, Northern Beaches and their peers. 

Bold visions don’t happen in a vacuum, and they require leaders who are well-

informed about the choices they make for their students and their faculty. As a 

starter, think for a moment about how we should be teaching mathematics in a 

technology-rich school; who has the answers to this? Do we really know? Yes, we 

can start with Conrad Wolfram’s work, but where do we go from there? 

Such unknowns are an anathema to many educators, not least school leaders, but 

unless more are prepared to explore these new spaces, be agile, iterate and learn 

from their mistakes then timidity will become the norm for the visions our schools 

are guided by and they will be simply reflections of lost opportunity rather than 

powerful ideas that guide bold new directions in our schools. 

Think About: 

1. What is the vision for teaching and learning in the classroom, and does it reflect 

today’s modern contexts? 

2. What current initiatives in your school are not grounded in your vision? 

Schools In a Time of Chaos  
How do we make sense of a nonsensical world?  

Will Richardson  

To try to capture the last week in the U.S. would be folly. Police shooting and 

killing civilians. Civilians killing police. Live-streamed death. FBI probes, 

Congressional hearings, riots in the streets, political sniping, and racial invectives. 

It’s sad, scary, and fatiguing all at once. 

And, it’s disorienting. As George Saunders wrote in an amazing essay in the  

New Yorker: 

http://www.hightechhigh.org/
http://www.hawken.edu/page/Homepage
http://www.nbcs.nsw.edu.au/
https://www.computerbasedmath.org/
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/07/11/george-saunders-goes-to-trump-rallies
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/07/11/george-saunders-goes-to-trump-rallies
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I’ve never before imagined America as fragile, as an experiment that could, 

within my lifetime, fail. But I imagine it that way now. (And that was written 

before last week’s shootings had occurred.) 

I’m nowhere near eloquent or smart enough to offer some sweeping analysis that 

puts this moment into some sensible context. It feels as if the symptoms of our 

illness are pointing to a difficult diagnosis for which there is no known cure. Yet 

giving up on a fix is not an option because the alternative is, well... 

And there are layers to this that transcend sense-making, rooted so deeply in our 

histories, our dreams, and our disappointments that they are beyond any clear 

articulation. It’s not just that the illness has no obvious cure; it hasn’t a name 

either. It would be easier if this was just about race, or just about class, or just 

about political illiteracy, or just about technology. Instead, it’s about all of those 

and more, a thousand-piece puzzle that comes without the picture on the top of the 

box to provide a sense of what “whole” looks like now. 

The scariest part is that it feels like we are ill-

equipped as a society to deal with what’s being 

unearthed. We are, to quote Alvin Toffler*, 

“grotesquely unprepared to cope with” the 

overwhelming shifts that we’re experiencing. 

We are not talking at length or with reason 

about our differences, be they red and blue, 

black and white and brown, or rich and poor. 

Perhaps we are unable to now at a time when 

social media pulls us to our own little information bubbles with increasing ease, 

where anonymity provokes the worst in our natures. The digital literacy divides 

that surround us make it exceedingly difficult to hear the “other side” much less 

understand it. At a moment when we most need to listen and engage in respectful 

dialogue, we’re content to just be stunned as to why everyone doesn’t see the 

world as we do. 

It’s a moment captured brilliantly by Katharine Viner in the Guardian, who writes: 

Now, we are caught in a series of confusing battles between opposing forces: 

between truth and falsehood, fact and rumor, kindness and cruelty; between the 

few and the many, the connected and the alienated; between the open platform 

We in education have done 
rather abysmally when it comes 
to understanding the profound 
effects of technology on the 
basic functions and literacies of 
our lives. 

 

http://amzn.to/29Pf7uD
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/jul/12/how-technology-disrupted-the-truth?utm_source=digg
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of the web as its architects envisioned it and the gated enclosures of Facebook 

and other social networks; between an informed public and a misguided mob. 

 

What is common to these struggles – and what makes their resolution an urgent 

matter – is that they all involve the diminishing status of truth. This does not 

mean that there are no truths. It simply means, as this year has made very clear, 

that we cannot agree on what those truths are, and when there is no consensus 

about the truth and no way to achieve it, chaos soon follows. 

The chaos, across the world, has begun. 

I’ve been wondering a lot about education’s role in creating this moment, but even 

more, its role in fixing it. Ever since Donald Trump blurted out the line “We love 

the undereducated” in a victory speech a few months ago, I’ve been thinking about 

the extent to which the current education experience has tilled the soil for what we 

are currently reaping. We’ve been hell bent on sending kids out into the world that 

are “college and career ready.” But are they “community ready?” “Country 

ready?” Are they aware of the pressures and challenges of our democracy? Do they 

have the tools to express themselves clearly and respectfully about difficult issues, 

and an empathic disposition that allows them to listen with focus and 

understanding? Have we allowed them to grapple with these big issues in our 

presence, with our guidance and modeling to the point where they are able to be 

thoughtfully engaged? 

And can our children truly be “college and career ready” if they are not first 

“community ready” to their core? 

Further, we in education have done rather abysmally when it comes to 

understanding the profound effects of technology on the basic functions and 

literacies of our lives. We continue to run from all of those unknowns, those 

powerful affordances that recenter individual learning and creating and 

communicating in the world today, instead of embracing them and seeing them as, 

now, the fundamental focus of our work. As I’ve said before, we would never 

revisit a physician who disdains a fluency in the latest technologies to treat his or 

her patients. It doesn’t really matter if that person is afraid or doesn’t have time or 

feels beset by change. Professionals seek innovation. Professionals understand that 

the best way to serve their clients is a mix of old and new. Professionals adapt. By 

any measure, we have not conducted ourselves professionally on those terms. 
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Is there any question that we have sacrificed many of the life literacies that we all 

could certainly use right now in our worship for standardization, ranking, data, and 

those things that are easy to measure? The ability to feel empathy for others, to 

discuss difficult topics with those who disagree with us in ways that don’t end up 

in a viral video, to “cope with” change and, importantly, to adapt to new realities 

of every shape and scale. We’d rather teach the safe stuff, the state bird, 

multiplication tables, the Battle of Antietam, and Shakespeare, in the safe way, 

where none of it gets co-mingled and messy and iterative. The black and white 

version of schooling that predominates now leads our students to an “education,” 

yet leaves them “undereducated,” illiterate in modern contexts, and deeply 

resistant to complexity. 

And so the question remains, only with even more urgency as chaos reigns: Will 

we change? Can we? 

Which brings me to an essay by Larry Paros, an 82-year old former high school 

math and social studies teacher who reflected in HuffPo this week on schools in 

chaos at another time in our history, back in 1968. Faced with racial strife, political 

unrest, a protracted war, civil disobedience and more, Paros and his colleagues at 

Yale decided to forge a different path in terms of schooling. 

These students were as confused as we were as to the meaning of the events 

unfolding before them and how best to respond. The external turmoil reflected 

all too accurately the inner contradictions of our staff and students, bringing 

sharply into focus the conduct of individual lives as well as that of the nation. 

 

For us it could not be business as usual. One could not simply seek refuge from 

these forces at our schools and universities. Schooling was part of and not apart 

from society. Rather than simply sit by idly, reflecting on these events, our 

schools were morally compelled to step forward—to generate new thinking, 

alternate visions and active approaches to the events of the outside world 

consistent with the needs and demands of its students. This was the stuff of a 

real education, intellectually challenging and spiritually and politically 

transformative. 

As with all of the links in this post, I sincerely urge you to read the whole thing. 

Instead of running from chaos, Paros and his peers embraced it. Instead of resting 

on “success,” school became a laboratory, a place to try to answer the 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/larry-paros/our-schools-matter-where_b_10917192.html
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unanswerable. A place to, perhaps, work on a cure. It’s an inspirational vision of 

what school ought to be. And without overstating it, it may be a vision that 

ultimately saves us. Only, however, if we recognize the urgency for change 

right now. 

Lest we forget, schools, like democracy, are an experiment that carries no 

guarantee of success. But much like democracy in this moment, there are 

entrenched stories that we tell about what schools are that make it difficult to 

negotiate what schools ought to be. We are disoriented as much as the next 

institution, yet instead of embracing it, instead of taking on the heavy lift of 

figuring it out because we teach kids (#guilttrip), we’re doubling down, spending 

billions on gadgets that put a modern sheen on the status quo, hewing to the test, 

waiting for everyone else, parents, universities, policy makers and vendors to reset 

the bar for us. 

If we continue to do that, we are not just setting ourselves up for institutional 

failure in the long term. We are failing our kids, and the society we deliver them 

to, right now. 

(* As quoted in this essay by Farhad Manjoo) 

Think About: 

1. What is literacy today? 

2. How do we make the new literacies required today a part of every  

learning experience? 

Everything You Think Is Disruptive Isn't  
Thoughts on our very low bar for change.  

Will Richardson  

The talk about “disruption” in education has been building for quite some time 

now, but as with much of the rhetoric that surrounds school change and “reform,” 

the bar for what constitutes real disruption continues to be set relatively low. 

We’re told that “Massively Open Online Courses” (MOOCs) will disrupt the entire 

higher education system. (See Audrey’s earlier take on that.) Or that “flipped 

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/07/technology/why-we-need-to-pick-up-alvin-tofflers-torch.html?_r=0
http://modernlearners.com/moocs-an-introduction/
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learning” is the key to a new paradigm of schooling. Or that tablets and 

Chromebooks will “transform” the education experience for all. 

The latest is business consultant suddenly turned education expert Michael Horn’s 

Blended: Using Disruptive Innovation to Improve Schools, a title and a book 

which sets the bar equally low for “disruptive” and “innovation” and “improve.” 

According to Horn, a mix of classroom learning and online learning (hence, the 

“blend”) is a potent disruptor in that it “helps teachers differentiate and customize 

learning to fit a student’s needs” (6). In Horn’s world, for kids to succeed “we need 

to be able to customize – or personalize – an education for each student’s distinct 

learning needs” (8). This all in support of “student-centered learning” which he 

defines as “essentially the combination of two related ideas: personalized learning 

and competency-based learning” (8). 

For those with limited experience with the 

opportunities of learning online, Horn’s 

thesis may seem compelling, “disruptive” 

even. The idea that we can now provide 

each student with an individualized path 

through the curriculum, one that uses 

technology to deliver relevant resources and 

problems in the moment, and one that remediates as necessary is unquestionably 

an improvement on even the best teacher’s attempts to do the same for each of her 

25 or 30 or in some cases 50 students. Odds are that students will indeed benefit in 

the context of the traditional outcomes and expectations of school. 

But it’s that last part that renders Horn’s and others’ definition of disruption rather 

hollow. Peel back all the layers of rhetoric and catch phrases and you still have 

basically what you started a with: a set school curriculum that needs to be passed 

down to students by whatever mechanisms and practices necessary to ensure they 

show competency or pass the test. Blended learning is no more “disruptive” to the 

core function of school than the millions of iPads that current students around the 

world are using to read their textbooks and do their homework. 

That’s not to say, however, that learning itself isn’t being disrupted. It absolutely 

is…outside of school. Learners who have access to the Web and to other 

technologies have more opportunity and agency to learn than ever in history. But 

that learning isn’t segregated into subjects or age groups. It’s not a linear path 

Learners who have access to the 
Web and to other technologies 
have more opportunity and agency 
to learn than ever in history. 

http://www.amazon.com/Blended-Disruptive-Innovation-Improve-Schools/dp/1118955153/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1417873023&sr=8-1&keywords=michael+horn
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through a set of courses. Rarely is there an organizing adult that supervises or 

assesses the “progress.” That “personal” learning that’s happening online is 

“blended” too, mixed with face to face discussions and activities, but all in the 

service of the learner’s goals, not some institution’s. 

If you really want to see the Web and computers as disruptors, you have to see 

them not as tools to mediate the current interactions between schools and students 

more effectively but as tools that transcend the traditional roles of schools and 

teachers in the learning interaction. The disruption that’s upon us is not about our 

efforts to create better students. It’s about helping our kids become better learners. 

Think About: 

1. What would serve as a significant disruption to the way school operates? 

2. How might technology be better served to amplify learning rather than  

automate teaching? 

The Mystery of Pedagogy  
What if current practice is simply outdated?  

Bruce Dixon  

When you Think About the amount of time, energy and passion that has 

underpinned the move to ubiquitous computing access over the past 25 years, it 

still comes as a bit of a shock to many that we have so little to show for it. 

Not that there aren’t exemplars, and it was pleasing to hear from a number of those 

educational leaders who joined the commentary after my last column. Further to 

the dialogue that did provoke, I wanted to continue and have a closer look at the 

extent to which we have also underestimated the weight of legacy practice. 

In keeping with that, maybe it’s time that we had a closer look at just how well 

existing pedagogies currently serve the needs of our young modern learners? 



 

 

Page 

29 
The Modern Learners Reader, Vol. 1 

If we know that some 30 million K-12 students worldwide have ubiquitous access 

to their own fully functional laptop or tablet, wouldn’t you think that by now we 

might have seen more genuine transformation within more schools? 

Maybe I’m just an optimist or simply naïve, but that’s an awful lot of 

empowerment to be wasted, an extraordinary amount of possibilities that is 

untapped, and an exceptional array of pedagogical opportunities not realised. 

But herein lies the problem, because no matter how many times we might speak 

about pedagogy, and we certainly do spray it around frequently enough, I fear too 

often we are guilty of simply taking its true meaning for granted. 

To many it’s become a bit of a touchstone, something they drop into a sentence 

when they want other educators to take them seriously as professionals. Yet when 

it comes to articulating the reality of what they mean, it can escape them. For most 

that is simply a function of the busyness of a day in the classroom when every 

spare moment is focused on what students are doing, and what they will do next. 

How well do existing pedagogies serve the needs of modern learners? 

While in some circumstances this might be understandable, nonetheless it would 

seem reasonable to suggest that we need to be more attentive to the empowerment 

that pedagogy offers the profession, because after all it is our practice. 

It is that delicate balance between the art and science of teaching and learning, and 

the move to digital richness demands a deeper examination of all aspects of that if 

we are to ever fully realise the opportunity it provides our students. Ubiquitous 

access to computers does not in any way mean that all past practice is no longer 

relevant, however it should at the very least require that we review our practice in 

light of this new context. 

It says that at the very least we should seek ways to ensure this new digital context 

enables more students to access more complex ideas, more of the time. 

It suggests we should explore ways in which we can further refine the science of 

our teaching to add new dimensions to the manner in which we might develop 

more challenging learning experiences for students, and it challenges all teachers 

to refine the artful manner in which they can combine this knowledge with their 
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own professional repertoire. These are the challenges that modern leaders must 

both understand and explore in some depth with their faculty. 

It goes without saying that much of current practice resonates well in our rapidly 

changing, highly connected world, but there is extraordinary scope to do better. To 

do that requires a deeper commitment to the true meaning of pedagogy, and a 

sense of boldness about both the science and art it represents that ultimately will 

accelerate the shift in the classroom experience to one that is more in keeping with 

the context of the digitally rich world our modern learners are now part of. 

Think About: 

1. What legacy pedagogies do connected technologies fundamentally challenge? 

2. To what extent do we allow students to self-determine their learning? 

The Changing Nature of Knowledge  
Rethinking content's role in the classroom.  

Will Richardson  

One of my favorite thinker-writer-authors observing and reporting on the larger 

shifts around learning in the world right now is John Seely Brown. Without 

question, A New Culture of Learning is a must read for anyone interested in 

building a modern context for thinking about and discussing change in schools at 

the systems level. Where Brown is especially adept at articulating the changes that 

we’re undergoing right now is when it comes to knowledge and how we Think 

About the role of knowledge when it comes to learning and education in 

classrooms and schools. 

Throughout his work, Brown makes a compelling case that because of the way that 

knowledge is moving away from fixed libraries to fast-changing flows, we have to 

fundamentally revise our practice. Here’s one way to describe it: 

For the last 200 to 300 years, the primary concerns in education had been with 

skill efficiency and scalable efficiency, that is how to optimize the transfer of 

expert-generated knowledge to students, even across a nation. However, the 

world is moving into a state not of fixed essence but of constant flow. In this 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1456458884/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1456458884&linkCode=as2&tag=willricha-20&linkId=WFBTD3SRFCS33KJD
http://www.johnseelybrown.com/CJKoh.pdf
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world, much of the knowledge that is created is tacit because there is no time 

for it to be distilled, encoded and communicated before the next shift happens. 

This greatly challenges the relevance of standard pedagogies that have to do 

with explicit, rather than tacit, knowledge. 

What that means, in essence, is that memorizing knowledge that has been codified 

over time is increasingly an irrelevant effort in a moment where the half-life of that 

knowledge is getting shorter by the day. An emphasis on texts and facts in school, 

that stuff that has been made explicit over time, will not serve students as well as 

developing their ability to tap into the tacit expertise that individuals accrue in their 

day to day dealings in the actual world, not the past. That means an emphasis not 

on standard curriculum as much as it means building literacy in connecting, 

creating, and curating within the global networks and communities that we now 

have access to online. 

Brown says is “best manifested in work practices and skills.” It’s a move away 

from learn by reading and memorization to learn by doing.  He writes: 

This is not a simple shift. Schools have been 

forever focused on the “know-what” side of 

knowledge. But the emphasis now has to be on 

the “know-how” side which Brown says is “best 

manifested in work practices and skills.” It’s a 

move away from learn by reading and 

memorization to learn by doing.  He writes: 

People don’t learn to become physicists by 

memorizing formulas; rather it’s the implicit practices that matter most. Indeed, 

knowing only the explicit, mouthing the formulas, is exactly what gives an 

outsider away. Insiders know more. By coming to inhabit the relevant 

community, they get to know not just the “standard” answers, but the real 

questions, sensibilities, and aesthetics, and why they matter. 

In all of this, my mind keeps coming back to a twist on the last quote. Instead of 

physicists, substitute learners, as in “People don’t learn to become learners by 

memorizing formulas; rather it’s the implicit practices that matter most.” And in 

this case, those implicit practices are changing as well, given the affordances 

brought about by technologies and the Web. Modern learning practice is different. 

In this world, much of the 
knowledge that is created is tacit 
because there is no time for it to 
be distilled, encoded and 
communicated before the next 
shift happens. 

 

http://www.johnseelybrown.com/learning_in_digital_age-aspen.pdf
http://www.johnseelybrown.com/learning_in_digital_age-aspen.pdf
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For one, it’s more transparent; the people in my networks who are teaching me 

how to learn are doing so because they are learning in the open. They reflect, they 

question, and they share their successes as well as their failures. They are engaged 

in riding a very large wave of change when it comes to learning, and they are 

willing to model their own process in profoundly important ways. They don’t say 

“this is what I’ve learned.” Instead, they show “this is how I learn.” The distinction 

is huge. 

Our students need to see us as learners, not as knowers. Teachers who continually 

model their own learning processes for their students in their physical space 

classrooms are transferring the types of tacit knowledge about learning that is 

arguably going to be the coin of the realm moving forward. Teachers who can 

model that practice in the online classroom are arguably doing even more to 

prepare their students for what comes next. 

Think About: 

1. What is the level of tacit knowledge now required to deal with fast change? 

2. How do we share what we know more transparently with others? 

What's Worth Learning in School?  
The relevance gap is where we need to start.  

Will Richardson  

Let’s take a quick quiz of some of the things you probably “learned” in 

high school: 

1. What’s the circumference of a circle with the radius of 4? 

2. What Scottish scientist discovered penicillin in 1928? 

3. What geologic era are we in right now? 

4. In the sentence “The swimming pool is closed today,” is the word swimming a 

participle or a gerund? 

5. What’s the most abundant element in the universe? 
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If you’re like me, even just these five are a struggle. (I got two right.) I’m pretty 

sure I passed the test question when I had to oh so many years ago, but I can 

honestly say that none of the above has ever come up in my life as required 

knowledge to get me through my day. In fact, when I Think About all of the 

content we covered in school that I actually did end up using more than just a time 

or two, it actually kind of depresses me. 

It depresses David Perkins as well. Perkins, a Harvard professor, has a new book 

out titled Futurewise: Educating Our Children in a Changing World which takes a 

hard look at the question “What’s worth learning in school?” To frame that 

question, Perkins cites a number of trends that we’re going to have to wrap our 

brains around, among them a move away from traditional disciplines, a move 

toward more global perspectives on everything, making learning more “lifewise” 

or relevant, and giving learners much more choice in what to learn. 

While the whole book is worth the read, I want to just 

briefly touch on one distinction that Perkins makes in 

the book: the difference between the achievement gap, 

which everyone seems to be obsessed with, and the 

relevance gap, which is a much more complex problem 

to fix. Perkins acknowledges the seriousness of the achievement gap, writing 

“shortfalls in basic educational achievement are part of a pattern of limited 

participation in, benefit from, and contribution to a contemporary society” 

(Kindle 746). 

However, the relevance gap, Perkins argues, is equally if not more problematic. 

Apologies for the extended quote, but here’s the gist of his argument: 

We might consider another gap alongside the achievement gap. Let’s call it the 

relevance gap. The achievement gap asks, “Are students achieving X?” 

whereas the relevance gap asks, “Is X going to matter to the lives learners are 

likely to live?” If X is good mastery of reading and writing, both questions earn 

a big yes! Skilled, fluent, and engaged reading and writing marks both a 

challenging gap and a high-payoff attainment. That knowledge goes 

somewhere! However, if X is quadratic equations, the answers don’t match. 

Mastering quadratic equations is challenging, but these equations are not so 

lifeworthy. Now fill in X with any of the thousands of topics that make up the 

typical content curriculum. Very often, these topics present significant 

The achievement gap is 
all about doing the 
same thing better. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1118844084/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1118844084&linkCode=as2&tag=willricha-20&linkId=HVEEC3HPDXUMU5C3
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challenges of achievement but with little return on investment in learners’ lives. 

Here’s the problem: the achievement gap is much more concerned with 

mastering content than with providing lifeworthy content (Kindle 764) 

Interestingly, Perkins sees the relevance gap as more of a conundrum to fix than 

the achievement gap: 

So why don’t we see more attention to the relevance gap alongside the 

achievement gap? Well, attention to the relevance gap upsets the apple cart of 

conventional practice much more than attention to the achievement gap. The 

achievement gap is all about doing the same thing better. With the achievement 

gap as our target, we want to do a better job imparting skills and 

understandings we already try to teach. But embracing the challenge of the 

relevance gap asks us to reconsider deeply what schools teach in the first place. 

Topics and themes that have been part of typical curricula for centuries might 

get displaced, reduced, or reframed. Textbooks might need rewriting. Teachers 

would find honored parts of their disciplines under siege and new and tricky 

content knocking at the door— barbarians at the gate (Kindle 785)! 

I’ve made this argument in countless other places, but now that we have access to 

so much information via the Web, our focus now has to be on relevance. What 

does every single child need to know? And if it’s worth knowing, how do we make 

sure our students get that knowledge in a form that’s actually connected to their 

lives, not just as some answer to some question on some test? This question is 

especially crucial when we consider the amount of time we spend on subjects and 

topics that are irrelevant. I’d say in my own kids’ lives, my guess is they are 

wasting about 90% of their learning time covering topics that serve only some 

outdated measure of “achievement” instead of real “lifeworthy-ness.” 

So, I’m wondering, how can we go about having a serious discussion around 

“What’s worth learning in school?” I know it’s complex, that there are parents and 

policy makers and admissions counselors and employers who all have an opinion 

to voice. But maybe if we did some self-reflection, if we honestly asked ourselves 

what parts of the curriculum actually ended up serving us in some relevant way in 

our lives, and if we had some open conversations about that, we’d get a better 

focus on what really matters for our kids. 
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Oh, and by the way, the answers to the above questions are: 1. 8 2. Sir Alexander 

Fleming 3. Cenozoic 4. Participle 5. Hydrogen 

How’d you do? 

Think About: 

1. How much of what kids are learning in school are they learning “just in case?” 

2. How can we get better at identifying what will be relevant in kids’ lives? 

Learning’s Lousy Adoption Curve  
Real learning doesn't fit neatly into the traditional narrative of 
schooling.  

Will Richardson  

A couple of weeks ago, EdSurge ran a post that asked “Is Your EdTech Product a 

Refrigerator or a Washing Machine?” The premise was simple. If your product is 

like a refrigerator, the pace of its adoption in schools will probably be pretty fast 

since you can just “plug it in” to the existing infrastructure and culture. Washing 

machine type products, however, have much longer (or slower) adoption curves 

because they require additional plumbing and construction. In other words, they 

don’t fit into the current operation or narratives of school as easily. 

But while the article makes a semi-

interesting point about tools, I think it misses 

the bigger, deeper question about adoption 

curves around learning in the larger sense. 

To be blunt, our adoption curve for 

productive learning (learning that sticks and 

leaves kids wanting to learn more) in schools 

in general pretty much stinks. 

And we know this (even though we don’t like to admit it.) I mean, how many of us 

would be willing to conduct the same experiment that Lawrenceville Prep did 

about a decade ago (recounted here) when they had their returning students retake 

the exact same science final exams in September that they had taken in June? Not 

I think most educators, in their 
heart of hearts, actually know that 
schools aren’t built for learning.  

 

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2017-04-12-is-your-edtech-product-a-refrigerator-or-washing-machine
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2017-04-12-is-your-edtech-product-a-refrigerator-or-washing-machine
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2015/11/03/a-venture-capitalist-searches-for-the-purpose-of-school-heres-what-he-found/?utm_term=.9658947467e8
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one person reading this will be shocked to find out that the average score of 87 in 

June became a 58 in September. And this in a school with arguably some of the 

smartest kids around. It begs the question, which score represents the “learning” 

that kids actually did? And what would happen if they were to take that exam the 

following June? 

I think most educators, in their heart of hearts, actually know that schools aren’t 

built for learning. Schools are built for schooling, and those are vastly different 

things. If you’ve followed my work over the years, you know one of my favorite 

things to do is ask people what the recipe for real, powerful, deep learning is. 

Everyone knows the answer. It’s a healthy mix of passion, purpose, relevance, 

choice, fun, and inquiry that isn’t constrained by time or age groupings or 

discipline. It’s not rocket science; we’re all learners, and we just need to check into 

our own productive learning experiences to figure it out. 

Yet, those conditions are not prevalent in schools. In fact, those conditions require 

some pretty different plumbing to be added to the current culture and systems that 

schools operate under. Giving kids license to pursue their passions isn’t in the 

pipes, so to speak. Letting them start with their own questions, having them do real 

work in the world, and connecting all of it to their own personal lives are not “plug 

and play” pedagogies. In fact, many see them as disruptive, efficiency-reducing 

practices that threaten our long-held beliefs about the role of schools and the 

definition of education. 

So we’re stuck in this messy middle, where we’re loathe to admit that what kids 

are doing in our classrooms isn’t really learning yet we lack the courage and 

commitment to actually do something about it. It plays out in the half (or eighth) 

measures that we give to “change.”  We know that passion is a key to productive 

learning, but allowing kids to pursue their passions full bore would require too 

much reconfiguration of culture and practice. So, we go with “Genius Hour.” And 

most of us believe that building and creating and working with our hands are 

powerful ways to (productively) learn all sorts of good stuff, but adopting that 

approach across ages and disciplines is too disruptive. So, we create “Maker 

Spaces.” “Hour of Code.” “Computer Labs.” 

And so it goes. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sxyKNMrhEvY&index=20&list=PLsRNoUx8w3rOdiX3FEvW9qC2FSvcb_mPS
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sxyKNMrhEvY&index=20&list=PLsRNoUx8w3rOdiX3FEvW9qC2FSvcb_mPS
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Once again, it all starts here: What do you mean by “learning”? Is it just the stuff 

that shows up in the parent portal? You good with that 87 as today’s representation 

of “learning”? That 3.5 GPA? That 1260 on the SAT? 

Those represent the “refrigerators” of learning. And it’s not shocking that the other 

refrigerator-y edtech tools that we are most enamored with, the Chromebooks and 

the iPads and the Reminds and the Class Dojos that have the fastest adoption 

curves, haven’t really changed much in terms of classroom conditions for 

productive learning. They’re all easy to “install” into the teaching cultures that 

schools are built around. 

In the end, the “washing machine” metaphor may not even be apt for learning in 

schools. After all, adding a few pipes and drains here and there don’t require a 

huge amount of reimagination. 

Ironically, learning in schools does. 

Think About: 

1. How do you define “learning?” 

2. Is your school “built for learning?” Why or why not? 

Nobody Rises to Low Expectations  
Rarely do we understand the power of technology for learning.  

Bruce Dixon  

I’m puzzled. Like all of you I read widely, and even more so as Will and I seek out 

ideas and insights that we can curate each week for EML from the wide range of 

media that we scan every day. There are many themes and memes that emerge, but 

one recurring topic really worries me. 

When every industry, every business sector is every day is acknowledging the 

unprecedented impact technology is having on our lives and how they operate, we 

continue to question the real value of technology in our schools and the impact it is 

having. At the same time industries are disappearing before our eyes and new ones 
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emerging at an even faster rate, we’re more worried about whether Clayton 

Christenson misused the term ‘disruption, than whether education is in fact  

being disrupted. 

So why is it so? While in many ways I think it can be explained by a litany of 

wrong assumptions and low expectations, equally I think we have been “faking it” 

for too long. By that I think we have been kidding ourselves about how effectively 

technology is really being used in our schools today, when underneath most of us 

know we have barely touched the surface of possibility. 

In the first instance maybe it can be explained 

by the expectations set in the ‘80’s with 

Papert’s extraordinary vision for learner 

empowerment which we now look back on as 

an almost surreal moment before the allure of 

the ‘shiny object’ quickly took over and 

distracted us from what kids could really do. 

Certainly the re-emergence of coding and the Maker Movement might lead one to 

conclude that in many ways the bar has barely risen much since that time. 

Perhaps though it has been our caution and timidity in the manner in which we 

introduced computers into schools which in turn lead to a myopic view of what 

they might make possible. 

To understand why this happened I think it’s useful to consider four broad 

influences. 

From early on, many educators didn’t take technology seriously. For years many 

educators treated computers as a fad. They weren’t.  As my colleague Martin 

Stewart-Weeks says so succinctly: 

“Technology, in context and wisely used, has been moving steadily from the 

edge to the center in policy and service reform. It’s not that technology is ever 

going to be a simple or singular answer.  It never has been; but while 

technology is never the answer, the answer isn’t now possible without it.” 

Computing was seen as something extra; it was additional to the core tasks at hand 

for teachers. In this we had no-one to blame but ourselves. Too often we talked 

Public conversation around 
computers in schools has been 
dominated by the extremes of 
zealots and resistors. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/Disrupting-Class-Disruptive-Innovation-Change/dp/0071592067
http://www.amazon.com/Disrupting-Class-Disruptive-Innovation-Change/dp/0071592067
http://inventtolearn.com/
http://cofluence.co/2014/10/social-innovation-project/
http://cofluence.co/2014/10/social-innovation-project/
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about teachers being digitally literate or knowing how to use specific applications, 

when our language should have been about how technology allowed them to better 

teachers. No-one seemed to be able to easily and clearly articulate the benefits for 

both students and teachers… and for the most part, still can’t. Alternatively today 

if the conversation is rather focused on the ways in which computers could allow 

teachers to engage more kids more often in more complex ideas, they all want to 

be part of it. 

Many were happy to avoid computing. Computers belonged in a room, a Lab, with 

a specialist, and with that computer use was something that was someone else’s 

responsibility. While ubiquitous access has today changed all that and broken 

down many barriers, it has also given rise to teachers now taking more 

responsibility for their own self-directed professional learning. 

The public conversation around computers in schools has been dominated by the 

extremes of zealots and resistors. When you talk of such groups, some think of 

educators, but I would argue that the real culprits are outside schools. While 

nostalgic media commentators might get too much public profile as resistors 

longing for schooling to stay the way it was for them, the real ‘bandits’ are the 

corporate zealots who have repeatedly hijacked the potential for technology use in 

our schools with obscene amounts of money that have been directed at fads and 

fantasies that have little to do with learning. In Bloom and Amplify are two 

obvious cases in point and this boom and bust mentality has repeatedly set back 

development in this sector…and it’s about to do it again. 

Paradoxically, too much of EdTech has had too little to do with learning.  How 

many times have you been shown a new app or product and asked yourself, what 

has this really got to do with learning? Surely it must be about time that all 

development in this sector was built around the deep knowledge we have of how 

kids learn, and in what ways new technologies can support and expand their 

potential. 

What we should be doing is setting the bar at a level that reflects empowerment, 

and making our expectations clear by always asking in what ways our use of 

technologies allows our students to do things they could not do before– at a level 

of complexity that was not previously available to them? 

http://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/04/21/inbloom-student-data-repository-to-close/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/13/business/news-corp-taking-a-dollar371-million-write-down-on-its-education-unit.html?_r=0
http://www.papert.org/articles/Childpower.html
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While we know that practice makes perfect, it is bold practice that enables the 

possible. So how can you best frame possibility? It’s all about perspective (and it 

was probably no understatement when Alan Kay said ‘perspective is worth 80 IQ 

points’). So if keep hanging onto our existing mindsets we will never deliver the 

sorts of bold and ambitious practice that is necessary. 

As my colleague Sean Tierney says, “Nobody rises to low expectations” yet we set 

such a low bar early on that this allowed the continuation of legacy teaching 

practice supported by an expanding number of limited function devices.  If we are 

serious about meeting higher expectations, we need to rethink what learning is now 

possible if we provide the best conditions for deep and powerful learning….which 

includes aligning our use of technology with our beliefs about how kids learn. 

Unfortunately many decisions about technology use in our schools have too often 

suffered at the hands of poor politics, rather than informed policy. Whether we like 

it or not, computers have taken over as the education silver bullet for politicians -

‘One Laptop per Vote’. If we are to rise to meet the challenge of higher 

expectations, we need informed, imaginative educational policy makers who are 

able to guide the whim of the political class, so that monies spent in this sector are 

used much more wisely than in the past. 

All of these moons need to be aligned; aligned foresight is the discipline of looking 

up and out, comparing ideas and insights about what is now possible, about setting 

a high bar, and then developing a shared perspective about how that will be best 

achieved for your school, and your students. 

Think About: 

1. How do you currently restrict the potential of the technologies you use in  

your school? 

2. How are those technologies restricted outside of school? 

http://www.folklore.org/StoryView.py?story=Creative_Think.txt
http://www.virgoproductions.com.au/news/2010/0/18
http://www.radarjournal.com/about/
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Education’s Alternative Facts  
The pseudo-truths of schooling.  

Will Richardson  

From the outset, understand that I have no idea where this post is going to end up. 

It’s one of those posts that’s going to have to write itself, struggling from one 

sentence to the next, stepping down a path that’s not real visible to some unknown 

destination that may or may not be a place worth visiting. 

So, be advised. 

As much as I’ve tried to step back from all things politics the last couple of 

months, the last few days it’s obviously been a bit hard to do that. And on Sunday, 

the phrase “alternative facts” seemed to seep into my streams from all directions. I 

watched the video. I read some of the reactions, and surfed some of the Tweets. 

(Nothing like a good meme to get you back in the swing of the news, eh?) 

These are truly such interesting times, no? I’ve written before that a part of me 

feels like it’s watching the beginning of the end of democracy, while another part 

of me feels like this may just be the wakeup call that we all needed to get serious 

about the problems that confront us. (This helped.) Either way, if you’re not 

feeling a bit disconcerted at the moment as to the future of the country and the 

world, you’re not paying attention. (Btw, the new Doomsday Clock adjustment 

happens this Thursday. Woohoo!) 

So what does this have to do with “Modern 

Learning?” Well, maybe we need to do some 

“alternative fact-checking” in education as well. 

There are quite a few things we’re just making 

up to fit our version of reality, things that 

disregard truth and common sense. 

Here are few that come to mind, and then I’ll 

save some space for you to add your own. 

Alternative Fact in Education #1: Technology increases student engagement. 

This alternative fact makes us happy when we look at all of our shiny new iPads, 

Maybe we need to do some 
“alternative fact-checking” in 
education as well. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VSrEEDQgFc8
https://www.google.com/search?hl=en&gl=us&tbm=nws&authuser=0&q=%22alternative+facts%22&search_plus_one=form&oq=%22alternative+facts%22&gs_l=news-cc.3..43j43i53.1174.4800.0.5037.19.16.0.3.0.0.141.1475.12j4.16.0...0.0...1ac.1.4zxrx7fJ9oc
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23alternativefacts&src=typd
https://qz.com/891978/womens-march-one-out-of-every-100-americans-took-to-the-street-according-to-estimates/
http://thebulletin.org/press-release/watch-doomsday-clock-announcement10417
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and it justifies all that money we’re spending on stuff that eventually ends up in 

landfills and storage closets. The real fact is that learner engagement only grows 

when they are pursuing an idea or a solution or a bit of knowledge that they care 

about and has meaning and relevance in their own lives. Technology can be an 

amplifier of that, but if your kids aren’t engaged, it’s about agency, not technology. 

Alternative Fact in Education #2: Putting an adjective in front of the noun 

“learning” makes our practice more effective. (I know, ironic from the “modern” 

learning guy. I justify that by saying that we’re more meta than the more practical 

applications.) We seem to have a compulsion to do this. (Same with “literacy” by 

the way.) The real fact is that we’re either too scared or too lazy to build some 

common language around what “learning” really is and just state flat out what we 

believe about how kids learn. If we did that, would we really need all those made-

for-edtech-vendors adjectives? I think not. 

Alternative Fact in Education #3: Grades tell us what we need to know about 

whether our kids are prepared for college and career. Um, no. The real fact is that 

grades don’t tell us much other than what students are able to remember for the test 

or how well they learned to play the game of school. And if you want proof of that, 

take all the tests and quizzes and homework assignments that a kid did for a class 

six months ago and assign them in one chunk today, right now. Think he’ll get the 

same grade? 

I’m sure you have others. 

And by the way, you realize, don’t you, that if you push the “alternative facts” 

concept to its “logical” conclusion, there are no longer any wrong answers. 

God, I wish I were a student again. 

All snickering aside, we can be shocked as much as we want by our new 

president’s proclivity to live in an alternate universe when it comes to truth and 

reality. But only after we fess up to our own willingness to defy fact and common 

sense in the work we do in schools. The truth hurts only if you live in denial of it. 

http://willrichardson.com/playing-at-agency/
http://amzn.to/2jaaieI
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Think About: 

1. Which of the “alternative facts” mentioned above especially resonated? 

2. Where is common sense lost in our thinking about schools? 

There’s Only One Way to Raise “Student 
Engagment”  
Focus on learning, not technology  

Will Richardson  

On rare occasion, usually when I’m struggling with a bout of insomnia or 

boredom, I’ll hop on Twitter and take part in a “chat,” a usually unfollowable, fast-

stream of 140-character observations and opinions from dozens (if not hundreds) 

of people that requires its own literacy and mindset to make even a modicum of 

sense at. (If you want a feel for the education Twitter chat universe, try this 

crowdsourced directory. Remember to breathe.) It’s three parts torture, one part 

fun, and perhaps a half a part learning if you can stick with it and be pick out what 

interests you along the way. 

This past Saturday morning, just by chance, I found myself in the midst of the 7:30 

am (ET) hour-long “#SatChat,” and the topic was “student engagement.” I’m 

guessing there were about 75 people from literally all over the world in on the 

festivities, and at various times, there were probably 30-40 Tweets a minute 

zooming by. It was impossible to make sense of the main stream, so I had a couple 

of subchats started with 4-5 other participants who were trying to peel back some 

interesting (to us) layers that wasn’t possible to do with the complete group. (It’s a 

bit harder to explain how this happens; leave a comment if you want the details.) 

Anyway… 

A bit sleepless and a touch ornery, about halfway through the chat, after realizing 

that the general tenor of the conversation was that we teachers need to have all 

sorts of strategies to engage the kids, I pounded in a couple of fast responses: 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AiftIdjCeWSXdDRLRzNsVktUUGJpRWJhdUlWLS1Genc#gid=0
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And a few seconds later: 

 

Let’s just say that from the replies, my sense was that on the whole, we don’t look 

at this education thing (or this democracy thing, or this capitalism thing) as an 

“experiment” that may or may not be working. There was very little in the thread 

that ensued that suggested that our focus should be on iterating through the things 

that weren’t working instead of just trying harder to make them work. 

The latest Gallup poll showed that only about 4 in 10 of our students (at least in the 

US) were engaged at the end of their K-12 experience. 4 in 10! Not sure about you, 

but to me, that’s a sign that something is seriously not working. And as much as 

we’d like to believe that we can increase the likelihood of children learning 

something they’re not intrinsically motivated to learn by working harder to engage 

or entertain them or to give them cool new technologies, the truth is we can’t. We 

may get some short term uptick in their interest, but the learning won’t stick. 

I’ve mentioned this before, but I really 

believe the key to understanding the 

challenges we face can be found in the 

student engagement question. The 

You want engaged students? You need only 

answer this one simple question: what makes learning engaging to you? And once 

You want engaged students? 
You need only answer this one 
simple question: what makes 
learning engaging to you? 

 

http://thegallupblog.gallup.com/2013/01/the-school-cliff-student-engagement.html
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you answer that, which shouldn’t be that hard, make that happen in your schools 

and classrooms. 

Simple, right? 

Maybe not, because the answer many (if not all of you) gave is not all that easy to 

do in classrooms: learning is most engaging when we have a freedom to learn 

about whatever interests us. That’s why we keep learning, and that’s why what we 

learn gets used. That’s not, however, the way it works for kids. Kids have to “do” 

the curriculum that we put in front of them. They have little freedom, and they find 

much of it drudgery because of that. (Just last night my son said “I hate having to 

write 300 words on a topic I totally don’t care about.” Go figure.) 

You want to raise student engagement? Give students more agency over what they 

learn, when they learn it, and how they learn it. Not 100%. But how about 80%? 

(How about an even 20%?) Now that would qualify as interesting iteration in a 

system that is not working on a learning level for too many of our kids at the 

moment. In the world in which we now live, with all the access we have to 

knowledge and tools and teachers, having disengaged students is not acceptable. 

It’s time to experiment. 

Think About: 

1. What would real student choice over what, when, how, and where to learn look 

like in your school? 

2. What are the consequences of disengagement? 

Are You a Cook or a Chef?  
Will Richardson  

A few days ago, a superintendent who I respect very much sent me this Twitter 

message in the middle of a back and forth about what real, relevant change in 

education looks like. 

“Too many look for cookbook recipes to use; unfortunately more educators are 

cooks than chefs.” 
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That really got me thinking, especially in light of a lot of the writing I’ve been 

doing lately about most of our work being engaged in “doing the wrong thing 

right.” Apologies up front for the extended metaphor that I’m almost sure to 

mangle, but it’s an interesting difference worth exploring in more depth. 

“Most leaders in education tend to be cooks in search of a better recipe than 

chefs in search of a new way of doing things.” 

Cookbook solutions to the challenges of education are a dime a dozen, but rarely 

do they serve to significantly change or alter or, dare I say it, transform much of 

what we do in schools. 

Spend any amount of time on the vendor floor of a big conference like ISTE or 

BETT or FETC and you’ll see what I mean. “We have the solution (or recipe) to 

fix your problem. Just buy our product and follow the instructions.” And I get why 

we go for that; it’s easy, in many cases it’s “effective” (by nostalgic measures,) 

and it serves as tangible evidence that we are “innovating” or “changing” or 

“modernizing” or whatever. The cost is perceived as being worth it, and the risks 

are comparatively low. But that’s the work of cooks; buy the ingredients and 

follow the steps, the same steps that hundreds (if not millions) of others have 

followed in the past. 

Chefs, on the other hand, don’t see the world as a bunch of predetermined 

measures and steps in order to get to a desired goal. Chefs are more about seeing 

what’s in the cupboard and then creating something new based on what they have 

in front of them. Chefs don’t want tried and true solutions; they are constantly 

looking for new combinations, trying different variations in search of a unique dish 

that they can call their own. They are driven by their knowledge and passion for 

food and taste and presentation. They aren’t bound by traditional practice or 

outcomes. 

I can’t help but agree with that superintendent 

friend of mine that most leaders in education tend 

to be cooks in search of a better recipe than chefs 

in search of a new way of doing things. It’s 

incredibly rare to see or hear of a school that is 

seriously invested in “different” when it comes 

not just to classroom practice but also culture and 

Chefs are more about seeing 
what’s in the cupboard and then 
creating something new based on 
what they have in front of them. 

 

https://medium.com/modern-learning/we-re-trying-to-do-the-wrong-thing-right-in-schools-210ce8f85d35
https://medium.com/modern-learning/we-re-trying-to-do-the-wrong-thing-right-in-schools-210ce8f85d35
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uses of technology. Especially now as we enter a much more “modern” landscape 

for how we learn, work, connect, and communicate, isn’t it time we start 

developing and nurturing more chef/leaders? Here are a few starting points: 

A messy, yet organized kitchen. Truly modern leader/chefs see the world as a 

bundle of constantly changing questions to embrace and grapple with. They look 

for ambiguity, for signs of disruption and evolution and evaluate what they find 

through a problem solving lens that is grounded in a desire to “do the right thing” 

for kids, not the system. They seek to constantly challenge their own worldview 

and find comfort in “not knowing.” And they look at off the shelf answers to their 

questions with skepticism. Yet, they have the end goal in sight, always. 

The chef culture. The greatest leader/chefs create cultures of ongoing, transparent 

learning where everyone is allowed, even expected to innovate and share. And 

most of what is learned is of the tacit variety, knowledge and skills shared freely 

among all so that everyone gets better at their craft, not just a few. While explicit 

knowledge of their craft is certainly useful, the culture of sharing what works and 

what doesn’t work only serves to improve all areas of the menu, so to speak. 

Sharp knives. Leader/chefs have a great expertise in the tools they choose to do 

their work. Not just the technologies, but also the ways in which they motivate the 

people around them. And while certainly we can innovate without technology, we 

can have more reach and more effect if we know how to use technology wisely. 

Promoting the menu. Part of what makes the best leader/chefs successful is that 

others hear about their work and are drawn to it. That’s not to say that in schools 

the leaders should be the face of the work like many chefs are in their restaurants. 

But there is no question that new innovations, successes and failures, should be 

shared to a wider community. This isn’t just about making great food; it’s also 

about pushing others to create their own new recipes as well. 

Leader/chefs in education are growing in number as it becomes increasingly 

obvious that the old recipes just aren’t satisfying any longer. That’s why you’re 

starting to hear so much about design thinking in schools, because it speaks to this 

idea that there are new ways to approach old problems, new solutions to be found. 

That’s also why the idea of making is taking root, because it too is a way of 

stimulating that creative problem solving side of the brain that most schools have 

rendered dormant. Maker and design cultures (not classrooms) are the new 
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kitchens, if you will, for modern, truly student-centered learning and creating that 

our kids need so desperately right now. 

Think About: 

1. Is your leadership team made up of cooks or chefs? 

2. What kinds of problems could you take a “Chopped” approach to? 

Leading Through the Transition  
This isn't what you signed up for when you went into education.  

Will Richardson  

One of my oft repeated lines in my presentations to teachers and leaders goes 

something like this: “This modern world of technology is not what you signed up 

for when you went into education.” By that I mean that most people who go into 

the profession have a very clear picture of what they’re getting themselves into. 

It’s about tradition…and nostalgia. I know I went into teaching because I knew 

exactly what it meant to teach. I’d watched people do it for most of my life, and I 

figured it would be fun, rewarding, creative, and more. But I also figured that my 

main role was to impart whatever curriculum I was given and do my best to assess 

the knowledge and skills my students gained in my class. Now, all of that is 

beginning to change at scale. 

That’s not to say that the trappings of 

traditional teaching still aren’t in place in 

most schools. They are. But that’s because 

schools haven’t yet caught up to the massive 

changes that are happening in the “real” 

world, the one that most policy makers still 

don’t really have a clue about. (It’s stunning 

to me that we here in the United States have 

two senators freely admitting that they have 

never sent an e-mail. Ever.)  The one that, to 

be honest, few board members or trustees or 

other educational decision makers actually 

I’m growing increasingly 
impatient with leaders who 
refuse to take on the work of 
understanding the larger 
changes even though they 
may be difficult to implement 
at a local level. 

 

http://www.businessinsider.com.au/lindsey-graham-says-he-has-never-sent-an-email-2015-3
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live in. The one that, as BYU professor David Wiley articulated almost 8 years ago 

involves the following important shifts: 

 From analog to digital 

 From tethered to mobile 

 From isolated to connected 

 From generic to personal 

 From consumption to creation 

 From closed systems to open systems. 

I would add a couple more to that list today as well: 

 From event to flow 

 From content to conversation 

 From credentials to contributions 

These are all shifts that access to the Web is driving. And they have profound 

implications for the way we Think About learning and education. Yet looking at 

that list, how many have schools in general have actually started to move along 

any of those lines? Not many. Not many at all. 

Sure, you could make the case that schools are more digital today, but a) that’s not 

universally true, and b) schools’ uses of digital technologies are incredibly 

conservative. The rest of those shifts represented in those bullet points are hardly 

noticeable in schools I visit. Students have very little freedom to learn, and schools 

are still highly isolated and closed and traditionally structured. It’s kind of amazing 

actually, how little of what counts for transformation in business and politics and 

media has a close relative when it comes to education. 

Look, I get it. Change in schools is hard. There are all sorts of bureaucratic layers 

and constituencies that make shifting very hard. But I have to admit, I’m growing 

increasingly impatient with leaders who refuse to take on the work of 

understanding the larger changes even though they may be difficult to implement 

at a local level. Just because it may be hard to shift doesn’t mean you don’t need to 

understand the shift. Whether school leaders realize it or not, they are leading into 

a transition that I’m becoming more convinced is inevitable…a transition that is 

required for schools to remain relevant. 

http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/rt/printerFriendly/768/1414
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So what should school leaders be doing today, right now? 

1. Learn – Hopefully, that’s one of the reasons you’re reading EML. But it goes 

beyond what we’re able to cover even here. Look at our reading list, follow some 

really smart people on Twitter, read blogs. You don’t have to sign up for a course 

or a workshop in “The Shifts.” In fact part of understanding the shifts is that you 

create your own curriculum, classroom, and questions. 

2. Educate – If you’re like most leaders right now, you have more people to 

educate than just the students in your charge. Parents, board members or trustees, 

community members, local politicians…all of those constituencies and more are 

needing a different way of seeing the world if they are to support your efforts for 

the changes you know need to be made. Hold some book clubs, speak at local 

luncheons, start a blog. This, in fact, may be the hardest part of all of this, and it 

will take a consistent effort over time to make the compelling case for change. But 

you have to make it. 

3. Advocate – It’s not enough to just help people understand the changes. It’s 

equally important to get people to make the changes that you need to provoke real 

changes in your schools. At some point, education leaders need to take a stand in 

the legislative and political conversations as well. 

The easier path is to wait for someone to tell you to change, to just stay focused on 

the traditional approaches to teaching and learning and only push into a new 

direction when someone either mandates it or explicitly gives you permission. But 

easy isn’t serving our kids when the world is changing so much around us. 

Whether you like it or not, we’re at the beginning of a huge sea change in learning 

and education. Are you going to lead or follow? And which answer is better for 

your students? 

Think About: 

1. What are the most acute changes that you are seeing in a learning context in the 

world today? 

2. What constituencies will you have to educate around these changes? How will 

you do that? 

http://modernlearners.com/what-were-reading/
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To Administrate or To Lead  
There's a lot more to leadership than making sure things run 
smoothly.  

Bruce Dixon  

To administrate or lead, that is the question. 

As we start to identify the essential components of a modern learning environment, 

our use of language becomes even more important in describing our meanings and 

intentions. Too often in the past, critical ideas have been marginalised, and their 

meaning appropriated beyond recognition, leaving only a shadow of the original 

intent behind. 

Witnessing “1-to-1” being interpreted as any device, for any amount of time was 

bad enough; now we see the recent explosion of interest in “deep learning” with 

the phrase already coming to mean anything but deep and very little about 

learning. So it is with more than scant concern that I am continually “amused” by 

the way we usually refer to those who lead our schools and school districts, as 

Administrators. Is that term really the best way to describe those people who we 

are counting on to drive a vision for modern learning, or are we reverting to habit, 

and in doing so demeaning the role of leadership in our schools? 

I for one, never accepted my leadership role within a school as being 

predominantly administrative, yet there is almost a comforting acceptance by 

Principals when they are referred to as Administrators. That is not, of course, to 

deny that the head of a school does not have ultimate responsibility to ensure their 

school functions effectively, and therefore is well administered, but should that be 

the way their role is best defined? 

While it’s obvious that in times past, a 

major part of a school head’s role was 

about compliance and managing the 

associated bureaucratic functions, the 

role of a modern leadership today 

involves much much more. Why doesn’t 

the title reflect that? 

I am continually amused by the 
way we usually refer to those who 
lead our schools and school 
districts, as “Administrators.” 
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At a time when we are talking continuously about school improvement, 

innovation, and transformation, school communities are first and foremost looking 

for vision and leadership. They are looking for people who can clearly articulate 

the ways we must respond to the demands our modern world is placing on the 

futures of our young people. 

Let’s not hide behind what can too often appear to be overwhelming administrative 

necessities, but rather let’s promote the notion of school leadership as something 

that should be respected and aspired to. 

That is also not to say that it is just about an individual, or a hero leader. Rather it 

is about “leadership” of many, with many, and for many. This demands our 

modern educational leaders share a responsibility to develop and nurture those 

within their faculty who identify as emerging or aspiring leaders. Those who see 

such a role as a critical obligation defines truly great leadership. 

I was recently reminded of this in a conversation with such a leader, Tony Bryant, 

from Silverton School in Victoria, Australia, when I asked him about his 

succession planning.  Tony, who heads one of those schools which has openly 

hosted thousands of visitors in recent years, responded by saying he had recently 

checked back, and found that 18 of his past staff currently held Principal or 

Assistant Principals positions in other schools across the country. 

That’s not administration; that’s leadership. 

Think About: 

1. How do you create a culture of leadership rather than an administration? 

2. How is leadership measured by vision? 
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Are You Leading Change or Building a 
Platform for Change?  
It's not about isolated innovation.  

Bruce Dixon  

At a time where there is so much talk about transforming our schools, maybe it’s 

time we transformed our ideas around change. 

In a recent McKinsey article, Gary Hammel argued that the reason 70% of  large 

scale  change initiatives fail lies in beliefs about who is responsible for launching 

change and how that change is implemented…. 

The reality is that today’s organizations were simply never designed to change 

proactively and deeply—they were built for discipline and efficiency, enforced 

through hierarchy and routinization. 

For too long even our best intentioned school leaders have battled to introduce new 

ideas because change has too often been regarded as an “episodic interruption of 

the status quo,” something initiated and managed from the top. 

However experience in both the corporate and educational sectors has repeatedly 

shown that what is needed to build significant and sustainable change is a real-

time, socially constructed approach to change, so that the leader’s job isn’t to 

design a change program but rather to build a change platform—one that allows 

anyone to initiate change, recruit confederates, suggest solutions, and launch 

experiments’. 

One of the best examples I have seen of the success of this approach in schools is 

at Northern Beaches Christian School, where the focus has been on empowering 

all stakeholders, staff, parents and students to initiate and embrace change across 

the whole school. 

It’s a school where the principal Stephen Harris has a very different perspective on 

change. He sees it not as being something he initiates, but rather that it comes from 

what John Kotter refers to as a “guiding coalition.” 

http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/organization/build_a_change_platform_not_a_change_program
http://www.garyhamel.com/
http://www.nbcs.nsw.edu.au/
http://scil.com.au/people/stephen-harris/
https://vimeo.com/19996508
http://www.hr.uq.edu.au/step-2
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The most important aspect of such guiding coalition is its diversity. An effective 

coalition is comprised of individuals from across the school who bring unique 

skills, experiences, perspectives and networks to the table. Their distinct views 

allow the team to see all sides of an issue and enable the most innovative ideas to 

emerge; their varied roles and titles give credibility to the change effort; and their 

enthusiasm helps push the campaign forward with the speed and momentum 

necessary for success, and overcome any resistance. 

The essence is that you are letting the team work outside of the normal hierarchy 

with a direct reporting line to senior leadership for the change effort. This helps 

build grass-roots sustainable shifts within the school, and creates a positive culture 

around change. 

At NBCS all teachers feel empowered to explore new and better ways to engage 

their students, and accordingly there is evidence of innovation and iteration of 

ideas across the whole campus. It’s a school where the use of technology is both 

ubiquitous and seamless, the spaces flexible and purposeful, and even the design of 

the furniture is continually being closely examined for improvement-usually by 

students. There’s more on Harris and NCBS at our recent Masterclass. 

If as Harris says, the context in which our young people are growing up has shifted 

so much that ‘learning has already democratised to the point that we can no longer 

control what students learn’, then exploring the possibilities for such change is not 

an option, but inevitable. It then becomes contingent upon schools to set priorities 

around what should change, how and when. 

For many, such choices can be overwhelming, for others it is limited to 

incremental shifts in the traditions and rituals of school as they have always known 

them. What really matters is that change becomes an embedded part of the school 

culture, provoked and supported by a diverse team of people who will guide 

implementation and ensure sustainable impact. 

The context in which our young people are growing up has shifted so much that 

‘learning has already democratised to the point that we can no longer control what 

students learn. 

Sadly such strategies have been missing from many of the more significant 

technology initiatives of recent time, with LAUSD being a prime example, but by 

http://modernlearners.com/?s=harris
http://modernlearners.com/lessons-for-leaders-from-lausd/?utm_content=buffer3142b&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
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no means the only one. At LAUSD that change was perceived as one that was 

being imposed by their School Board and Superintendent, with minimal effort in 

developing a platform on which longer-term sustainability could be built. Too 

often initiatives such as this are driven by ego, faddism or even technology envy, 

rather than as a grassroots, community-wide commitment towards a modern 

learning environment that is responding to the urgent and obvious shifts in the way 

young people are learning today. 

Where school leadership is investing time in creating such 

a change platform, there is real potential for sustainable 

shifts in every aspect of the way the school functions and 

the associated structures, not just in a single aspect such as 

new buildings or emerging technologies. However in the 

past, many of those structures have shown immunity to 

closer examination, and have rarely been challenged in 

any way. 

In the late 90’s Larry Cuban and David Tyack referred to those structures as the 

‘grammar’ of school which included grading by age, class size, subject delineation, 

and the like. Papert found the term amusing, not least because he believed it 

inferred that ‘the structure of School is so deeply rooted that one reacts to 

deviations from it as one would to a grammatically deviant utterance….as it refers 

to a mechanism of mental closure to foreign ideas’. 

I think the task of defining such structures is much better served by the term 

‘learning architecture’ as I feel it more truly reflects the sum of those aspects that 

surround the place where learning is happening, and which collectively impact on 

its outcomes. 

While there is increasing focus on challenging the legacy pedagogies that often 

seem out of touch in a digitally-rich learning space, it would also seem logical to 

be reviewing everything that has an influence on a child’s learning experiences. 

Closer examination of the learning architecture for example would include the 

manner in which students are grouped, the interactions they have with teachers and 

other adults, and all aspects associated with scheduling, ranging from the school 

calendar, the school day, right through all levels of engagement a student might 

have with school throughout their lives. Collectively they shape and directly 

There is increasing focus 
on challenging the 
legacy pedagogies that 
often seem out of touch 
in a digitally-rich 
learning space. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/Tinkering-toward-Utopia-Century-Public/dp/0674892836
http://www.papert.org/articles/school_reform.html
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influence the pedagogical options that teachers have, and so to ignore them is to 

limit the possibilities for any real shift in practice. 

Such an examination is leading more and more schools to challenge their grouping 

of students, and create more flexible learning spaces. These create spaces such as 

the “learning neighborhoods” found in schools such as Princes Hill Primary School, 

where up to 100 students might share a learning space that has flexibility for small 

groups, one-on-one and whole class instruction. But importantly, within those areas, 

there are also more subtle but important new roles emerging for teachers. 

At Northern Beaches, this means new opportunities for collaboration coaches, 

change agents and pedagogic coaches, and while to some this might be seen as 

simply a change of title, to others it becomes a provocation for staff to rethink how 

that new title impacts on their function and responsibility across the school. 

Ultimately, the sum of it all, is to question what are the best possible conditions 

that enable students to learn most effectively, or as my colleague Will Richardson 

puts it, to learn deeply and most powerfully? 

If we look more closely, are there assumptions we make about our current 

conditions that deserve much closer examination, and ultimately how bold and 

ambitious are you prepared to be in testing them? 

As prominent education academic and founding head of Woodleigh School, 

Michael Norman questioned… 

Shouldn’t we be reviewing the inescapable long-term result of schooling all young 

people all day long in peer-group cohorts? 

Where do we make room for insatiable curiosity, creative flair and the free flow of 

bravado or even just “having a go”? 

Does the teaching of “subjects” as the main business of each secondary teacher 

oblige each teacher to cope with success in learning for 150 to 240 individual 

students – day by day, week by week? And then try to write meaningful half-year 

reports on each? 

http://phps.vic.edu.au/
http://woodleigh.vic.edu.au/
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Most primary/elementary teachers, by comparison, develop meaningful and 

trusting relationships and expectations that are both realistic and rigorous for those 

in their care. If we know this works, why don’t we do something to change? 

Who set model school size at 1200 or more for secondary students and why? In 

situations of mass management, anonymity and alienation are endemic. 

Is a  truly responsive and affirmative education not just about how many subjects 

we offer, but rather about learning to know, respect and trust and identify the 

talents and energies kids bring into class? 

If we believe that is the case, then how are we providing for that in our schools? 

As much as these questions challenge large parts of our school orthodoxy, the 

answers present genuine opportunities for change. However the real focus for 

school leaders must be in implementing strategies that make such change 

sustainable. 

As Hammel says, “the challenge lies in shifting the role of the executive from 

change agent in chief to change enabler in chief. This means devoting leadership 

attention to the creation of an environment where deep, proactive change can 

happen anywhere.” 

Think About: 

1. Where does change start from in your school? 

2. What makes change sustainable? 

The Folly of Curriculum As Political Football  
Is curriculum orthodoxy, or is it just a guess?  

Bruce Dixon  

Few topics will get a group of educators engaged more than asking them for their 

thoughts on the role of curriculum in our schools today. At one end are those who 

carry a firm belief about the innateness or permanence of certain knowledge, 
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which they believe should be taught to all children. These are people who would 

champion what they often call a “liberal-humanist” view of education as 

“inherently worthwhile, transcendent in nature and valued for its own sake.” 

By contrast, at the other end, are those who would describe much of our 

curriculum as a compromise, or more simply a “guess.” These are educators who 

see the very nature of what we traditionally refer to as curriculum, as an outdated 

concept that needs to be redefined within the context of the modern world our 

young learners are growing up in. 

Across the continuum that these divergent understandings span, are a plethora of 

differing expressions of curriculum’s role and beliefs about how it should 

influence the learning experiences of their students. Is it any wonder that so many 

outside the profession remain confused? 

The tragedy this belies though, is when this confusion and lack of certainty opens 

the door to the political influence we are now seeing in countries such as Britain, 

the US, and Australia, amongst many others. No doubt emboldened by the 

surprisingly widespread adoption of something as blatantly ill-conceived as No 

Child Left Behind in the US, more and more politicians across the globe now see 

curriculum as a potential lever for ideological influence, not to mention political 

opportunism, with little or no respect for any evidence that might contradict 

their intent. 

Australian Education Minister Julia Gillard was an 

excellent case in point when in 2008 she 

unquestioningly embraced the ideals of the then New 

York Chancellor Joel Klein’s testing and ranking 

regime, with little or no deference to the realities of 

its impact. Her follow-up act, to push for a National 

Curriculum, has now only been “bettered” by the 

compliant adoption of Common Core by a majority of US states. 

If the swing to Common Core from NCLB in the US was not evidence enough of 

the whimsical manner in which politicians now see curriculum, then the recently 

released review of the Australian National Curriculum, just four years after its 

implementation (and a change of government) surely is. With ideological language 

such as the need for a greater focus on the “contribution of Western civilization 

Sadly what is missing from 
most of these politically 
motivated musings is a solid 
educational rationale. 
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(and) our Judeo-Christian heritage,” one might genuinely question the intent of the 

process undertaken — let alone question the relationship it has to the realities of 

the world of our modern learners. 

Sadly what is missing from most of these politically motivated musings is a solid 

educational rationale. Much has also been written of similar swings and 

roundabouts in the UK under former Education Secretary Michael Gove, and of 

course, in each case, international benchmarks have been referenced as their 

motivation. 

Possibly the most disturbing aspect of the whole public conversation around 

curriculum, is the fact that there has been so little debate about the perceived need 

for conformity and “national standards.” As my colleague Gary Stager put it to me 

in a recent email, “National curricula is a terrible idea on the wrong side of history. 

Educators who view themselves as pioneers need to object to any notion of 

standardization or uniformity.” 

Against such a destabilizing and unnecessarily complex debate about what should 

or should not be included in a country/state/schools’ curriculum is an emerging 

view that suggests we have surely reached a time when our understanding of the 

concept of curriculum itself needs be redefined, and seen not simply as content, but 

rather as strategy. 

Isn’t the very idea that we can script content for students like a recipe at complete 

odds with the agile, ambiguous, and abundant world they are growing up in? Isn’t 

it time we challenged the manner in which we determine the “what” our students 

are learning, and focused our energies on better understanding the “how”? 

To what extent have we challenged our traditional pedagogies in light of the 

technology-rich world our students are now growing up in? If we continue with the 

mistaken belief that we should hang on to many of the orthodoxies of the past 

instead of seeking new pedagogies that reflect the context in which our modern 

learners live, then we are not only doing them a disservice, we are in fact 

deceiving them. 

Most critically, surely it is a time for those who are most knowledgeable about 

learning to lead. While politicians may enjoy playing political football, I think it’s 

time educational leaders blew the whistle and took control of the game. 
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Think About: 

1. How much of what kids are taught in your schools is taught “just in case?” 

2. What if curriculum were seen as strategy? 

What We Know Isn't What We Do  
The surprising truth about learning in schools.  

Will Richardson  

My daughter, the high school senior, was in the middle of prepping a presentation 

for Social Studies when I called home from the road a few days ago. 

“How’s it going?” I asked. 

“It’s so annoying,” she said without missing a beat. 

“What’s annoying about it?” I asked, pretty much knowing what her reply 

would be. 

“Every-thing,” she said. “It’s a boring topic, no one cares about it, I hate having to 

make a PowerPoint, and it counts for like a quarter of the grade this marking 

period.” She followed that up with an exasperated sigh for effect. 

It worked. 

Part of me wants to chalk it up to “senioritis,” a well-known condition that I dealt 

with for 18 years teaching high school English. But another part of me knows 

there’s more to it than that. Believe it or not, there are seniors who are engaged in 

class, and I think Tess could be one of them under different circumstances. 

All of which reminds me of a quote attributed to Albert Einstein, who said “I never 

teach my pupils; I only attempt to provide the conditions in which they can learn.” 

I wonder what the conditions are in Tess’s classroom right now. Thing is, we 

educators know what those ideal conditions for learning are. We need only to 

reflect on the things that we have learned most deeply and powerfully for 
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ourselves. Odds are our best learning didn’t happen around a high-stakes, assigned 

presentation on a topic that we had no personal investment in. 

Instead, we learn best when we have an interest 

or passion for the subject, when we have agency 

to choose how to show our learning of that topic, 

when there’s a social aspect, when there is a real 

audience and a real purpose in the world for the 

work, when we’re not constrained by time, when we have teachers or mentors or 

peers in the mix, and more. It doesn’t take a brilliant scholar like Einstein to know 

this; we all live it. 

Our problem in education is, however, we don’t do what we know. By and large, 

our classrooms aren’t about giving students the opportunity to pursue questions 

that interest them, real world outcomes, and personal choices in how they move 

through the learning process. Why? This is one of the biggest ironies that find in 

our conversations around education. We know in our hearts that the best learning 

environments are not filled with standardized curriculum and assessments, 

proscribed assignments, and contrived purposes for the work we ask our children 

to do. Yet, that’s what most schools look like. 

Even more troubling is that most schools, at least most of the ones that I have 

visited, spend an inordinate amount of time talking about managing learning than 

actually talking about how kids learn best. How many schools can articulate 

clearly a belief about how students learn best? How many have anything that 

resembles a list of “Principles of Learning” like the ones published by Esme Capp, 

who we’ve mentioned many times here on the EML site? If we don’t have clear 

beliefs about learning, how can we “provide the conditions” that enable powerful 

learning? 

The reality now is that for my connected daughter, the conditions she needs to 

learn deeply exist outside of school more than inside of school. Her learning at 

home is passionate, relevant, self-directed, social, and timeless due to the access 

she has to content and people and tools on the web. At home, she rarely finds the 

learning “annoying.” 

I think the challenge of the growing divide between school and home learning is 

underestimated by most in education who are clutching to nostalgic notions of 

“I never teach my pupils; I only 
attempt to provide the conditions 
in which they can learn.” 

 

http://phps.vic.edu.au/about-us/from-the-principal/
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what it should all look and feel like. For now, the deeply rooted narratives of 

traditional education seem to supersede any real conversations around how schools 

must change to embrace and foster the conditions we all know support the type of 

learning we all crave. We continue to do that to our kids’ detriment and to our 

own peril. 

Think About: 

1. Is your school a “learning culture” or a “teaching culture?” 

2. What are your personal “principles of learning” or beliefs about how kids 

learn best? 

Are You Powerless?  
Creating the conditions for people to change is a leader's job.  

Will Richardson  

These are not easy times to be in education. Regardless of if you agree with 

changes in policy and assessment whether you’re in the UK, the US, Australia or 

almost anywhere else, significant change is afoot in one form or another in almost 

every state, province and country. New tests, new professional evaluations, new, in 

many cases expanded curriculums and pedagogies…few would argue that this isn’t 

a tumultuous, hard to make sense of moment for teachers and leaders alike. 

The scary irony is, however, that most of the changes being introduced in schools 

pay little heed to the larger societal and global shifts that are in most cases being 

driven by technologies about which most educators and policy makers have little 

practical or theoretical knowledge. Look at the tremors throughout media in the 

last month regarding racial divides in the US, religious divides in Syria, privacy 

concerns for female actresses and athletes from around the globe, and more. The 

growing impacts of technology and machines on the workforce and wearable, data-

collecting and transmitting devices. The changing balance between work life and 

personal life…and more. 

In an education sense, these changes are profound. Learning is moving from 

classrooms to networks. New paths to becoming “educated” are popping up each 

day. Traditional thinking about schooling and literacy are being fundamentally 
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challenged. Content and teachers and technologies for learning are nearly 

ubiquitous…and more. 

For many in education, this moment is overwhelming. How do we meet state and 

provincial mandates while preparing kids for a different world that is difficult to 

define and describe and is in constant flux? How do we develop the dispositions 

that we know our students are going to need to navigate this increasingly complex 

environment yet appease parents who are demanding higher scores and university 

tracking? 

Depressing, to me at least, is that in the last few 

months in speaking to teachers and leaders across 

the US, Australia, Brazil, and Canada, I’m finding 

a growing sense of powerlessness, that the 

external accounting for success is so onerous, so 

debilitating that changing internal practice or 

expectations for classroom learning is almost 

impossible. I was shocked, literally, when three 

different teachers in three different schools in 

three different countries answered “Yes” when I asked if they were powerless to 

rethink their classrooms to stay relevant to the larger shifts. And in each case, 

many others nodded their heads. 

“Powerless” is a powerful word (pun intended,) and not one I think any of us want 

associated with the people around us, especially in schools. Leaders’ work should 

be centered on “empowering” teachers and students to learn deeply and 

meaningfully in classrooms, but we all know that “power” to do that isn’t ours to 

give. That has to come from within the individual. Too often, unfortunately, our 

systems thrive on powerlessness, especially when it comes to our students. 

Developing students who feel agency over their own learning challenges the 

organized, efficient, well-heeled model of education we deliver. Powerful teachers 

are often seen to be disruptors, not innovators. 

But here’s the thing: School leaders themselves cannot be powerless to effect 

relevant changes in their schools that best serve their students in the moment in 

which they currently live. (If they are, they should probably move on.) Only school 

leaders can create the conditions under which teachers and students become 

powerful, become able to innovate, able to evolve, and able to meet the challenges 

If you lead in a culture where 
people are resigned solely to 
the current imposed external 
expectations, neither your 
students nor your teachers are 
being served. 
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of a different world head on regardless if those challenges are not captured in a 

state-mandated curriculum or assessment. In fact, it may be the ultimate role of 

school leaders (and only school leaders) to build a culture of “get to” rather than 

“have to,” one that supports powerful practice on that part of all individuals. 

If you lead in a culture where people are resigned solely to the current imposed 

external expectations, neither your students nor your teachers are being served. 

How you move that culture to a more relevant, modern place that embraces and 

makes sense of all that’s not on the test or in the traditional story of education is 

the most important question to answer. 

Think About: 

1. How can you create the conditions for people to feel the power to innovate? 

2. What does power in the hands of students and teachers look like in a 

learning sense? 

"Truthiness" and the Education Conversation  
Changing the way we Think About evidence.  

Bruce Dixon  

In this era of evidence-based decision-making, how often are we now being 

confounded, rather than comforted by evidence? While on the surface it seems 

natural that leaders would seek research and evidence to support the decisions they 

make, digging a little deeper reveals all might not be quite what it seems. 

Evidence-based decision-making certainly came to the fore during the last Bush 

administration in the US, and in recent times, it has become the mantra by which 

politicians and policy makers are making choices around education world-wide. 

But is it always the right way, and to what extent is the intent prejudiced by 

inference, rather than fact? 

Few would argue that some of the best decisions we make as a society are based 

on research evidence; but to make the assumption that research should be the basis 

on which we make all of the best decisions, all the time, allows for a very different 

level of complexity and confusion. 
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On the one hand, it implies we have robust 

evidence available on every matter on 

which we wish to make a decision, 

including decisions that are both 

unprecedented and unpredictable… 

necessarily. That’s what we call 

innovation. That’s what we call risk. 

On the other hand, it suggests that the best 

decisions are always only made with supporting evidence. Hence we’ve seen the 

explosion of the role of focus groups in product development, and polling in 

politics, and look where that has gotten us. Steve Jobs was famous for his total 

disdain for focus groups, which many would suggest freed his company to lead 

innovation, and governing by polling is not leadership, its followship. 

In these times of ambiguity and uncertainty, we have to step back and take a 

different tack about many of the decisions we are required to make, even when 

there is little or no likelihood of any evidence being available. 

This brings me to reflect on a recent comment by American satirist Stephen 

Colbert who talked about “truthiness” in politics, and how it was often corrupting 

decisions and undermining people’s understanding of evidence and fact. As an 

example he spoke of the manner in which politicians and the Murdoch media in 

the US were able to create “truthiness” around the rationale to invade Iraq, when in 

fact there was absolutely little or no evidence to support it. On the surface it 

“sounded” right, it sounded like the truth. 

And so it is across the education conversation, in fact probably in more profound 

and prolific ways. How many people needed to see robust, research based evidence 

before they believed the No Child Left Behind regime would “increase student 

achievement,” even when there was in fact significant evidence to the contrary? 

How many people believe that our young people should have their learning 

opportunities dictated to them by the date they were born, rather than any measure 

of competence, confidence or interest? 

How many people simply take something as fact, because it sounds right? And in 

education, how much of that has been at the root of many poor decisions for way 

too long? 

In these times of ambiguity and 
uncertainty, we have to step back 
and take a different tack about 
many of the decisions we are 
required to make. 
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Think About: 

1. What are alternative ways of identifying student learning? 

2. What does “student achievement” really mean in your school? 

Road to Nowhere  
Reflections on the first 1-1 laptop program in the world.  

Bruce Dixon  

Reading Audrey Watters column in last week’s EML brought back memories of 

the intensity of those first days, 25 years ago, when the hundred or so 10 and 11 

year old girls at MLC school in Kew were the first in world to have 24/7 access to 

their own fully functional personal portable computer. 

As Audrey related, this was unique not just because those girls were the first to 

have a laptop, but more importantly because it was about ‘supporting the girls’ 

construction of knowledge by placing in their hands these new, powerful, 

programmable computing machines. They were to serve to bring about a radical 

transformation of school, school culture, and teaching and learning. 

I was one of the fortunate ones who was there at the beginning, and I remember 

well the excitement, the energy…and the chaos as everyone involved was trying to 

work out what the heck this would mean…and making it up as we went along. 

Yes, this was happening at a place where taking risks, making mistakes was part of 

their culture of innovation; and if not for the extraordinary commitment of the 

Grade 5 and 6 teachers at that school at that time, the idea could have been lost 

even more quickly than it had been found. 

But as Audrey wrote, that was 25 years ago, and yet that was a time when those 10 

and 11 year old girls were programming in LogoWriter, building Lego Logo 

models and designing games that not one of the hundreds of educational leaders 

who visited the school over the next three years ever thought was possible. 

Not one. 

http://modernlearners.com/what-you-should-know-this-week-46
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So with such an inspirational model as a 

launch pad for making Seymour Papert’s 

vision a reality, why have we lost our 

way? How has such a powerful idea come 

to be buried under the millions of laptops 

that are now in the hands of our young 

people, and why has there been so little understanding of the commitment required 

to drive the transformation on which his vision was based? For too many schools, 

states and even countries, they have been on a road to nowhere, not knowing 

where they are going or why. 

It’s not that Papert always got everything right, but so much of what he wrote and 

spoke of had wisdom and insight that even today we are only just beginning to 

fully understand and realise. It was about enablement and agency, but along the 

way those concepts were lost to many.  Ironically the laptop was, in effect, both a 

blessing and a curse. It was indeed in Alan Kay’s words, ‘an instrument whose 

music is ideas’, but sadly the instrument became the focus, and the music that it 

could make possible was lost on many. Yet if they had truly understood the 

repertoire that was possible, the outcome may well have been very different. 

But before I get lost in metaphors, let me explore three questions that I think may 

help us better understand why to date we are yet to fully realise the potential of 

what ubiquitous access now makes possible. Given the 25 years that has past, I 

think it warrants at least this and my next two columns to explore the questions in 

some detail. 

The first relates to expectations: Why do we appear to have such low expectations 

for what digital richness now makes possible for modern learners? 

This is the question I ask after having lead conversations in workshops with 

thousands of school leaders about their expectations over the past decade, and I 

think the answer relates to context, opportunity and imagination. 

The expectations we have directly relate to the context in which we live and work, 

and for many educators, digital or technology richness has only been a reality for 

them in recent times. As they became more aware of it, their first reactions were to 

want to ‘fit’ this richness into the schooling that they knew, and that they were 

most familiar with. This is where the substitution, exchange and automation 

Ironically the laptop was, in effect, 
both a blessing and a curse. 
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practices were derived from, which in turn simply supported much of the legacy 

pedagogy that neutralized the potential for what digital richness can make possible. 

Much of the shallow design driving many of the apps that are currently available 

sadly fall into this category, usually promoted with words such as ‘simple’ and 

‘easy’, or both, and based on weak pedagogical principles that show just how low 

expectations can go. We accept this if we do not know better, and as teachers and 

leaders are becoming immersed in digital richness both personally, and more 

importantly, professionally, the bar is starting to fortunately be lifted. But we still 

have a long way to go. 

Secondly this is about opportunity. It’s about asking what opportunity an 

exceptional Year Nine Math teacher has to re-imagine how mathematics could and 

should be learned in a digitally rich world. It’s about re-imagining how our modern 

learners engage in science, and how students learn not about history, but rather 

learn to be historians. 

It’s also about the opportunity that only comes from ubiquitous access. No 

compromise. You simply cannot give true agency to a learner when their access is 

limited to 1-2 hours per week; you simply cannot empower learners if their access 

is limited to an occasional, scheduled visit to a computer, be it in a lab or on 

wheels. So it has been this myth about access, and the complete lack of 

opportunity to actually work, connect and learn with computers whenever required 

while at school that further explains the limited expectations that became all too 

common amongst educational leadership. 

Yes, as Audrey outlined, we did finally start to break out of that 25 years ago, but 

it has been a very slow grind, and it appears to have taken all that time and more 

for many to understand just what is required to provide students with a modern 

learning environment where they truly have the freedom to learn, and just as 

importantly for teachers to be given the freedom to teach. 

It’s about providing the opportunity for a more iterative pedagogy, one that 

explores, discovers new ideas for engaging young people in complex concepts and 

deeper thinking. It’s behavior that doesn’t fit the mold; it’s unpredictable, and 

chaotic, just like those Year 5 classrooms at MLC 25 years ago. And it’s about 

imagination and creativity, which brings us to the final part of the answer to the 

question about low expectations. 
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We can’t be creative if we are continually locked in routine and we can’t be 

creative within a culture of compliance, and we certainly can’t have high 

expectations of what our faculty and students might make possible if we continue 

to operate and abide by the orthodox structures of formal schooling. Is it any 

wonder the “subversive instrument of change has (to date) been neutralized by the 

system and converted into an instrument of consolidation?” 

If we really want our faculty, our students, our communities to re-imagine what 

might now be possible in a digitally rich world, then we must create the 

environment for that to happen. 

It is fanciful to believe that our exceptional Year Nine math teacher or his science 

or history colleagues are in any way going to be able to create the best possible 

environment for modern learning if we continue to fail to address these realities, or 

set new priorities. 

But the tide is definitely turning. 

Slowly the magic dust of one exceptional teacher who battles against the odds to 

show what digital richness now makes possible is no longer the exception, but 

becoming the rule. 

Slowly the road to nowhere starts to become a road to somewhere which is 

tangible, transformative, and able to be articulated to a wider community by the 

modern leadership that makes it possible. 

Slowly, after 25 years, a vision might finally start to become a reality. 

Think About: 

1. What is your vision for learning with technology, not teaching with it? 

2. Why has it taken so long for schools to embrace technology as learning tools? 



 

 

Page 

70 
The Modern Learners Reader, Vol. 1 

En-Courage-Ment  
It's more than just cheerleading.  

Will Richardson  

“Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the judgement that something else is 

more important than fear.” ~Ambrose Redmoon 

The other day, a school leader I was talking to said that she “encourages” her 

teachers to use technology in the classroom. Now while I’ve heard that word tens 

of thousands of times in my life, for some reason I heard it differently at that 

moment. What jumped out this time when she said it was the root: “courage.” And 

I wondered almost immediately if that’s what she meant, that she gave her teachers 

“courage” to adopt new pedagogies and practices in the classroom. 

Or does she just offer them support? 

The “courage” piece interests me because over and over I hear people talking 

about the fear element when it comes to really embracing the potentials of the Web 

and other technologies in schools. And while courage is certainly not something 

that a school leader can easily inject into a teacher’s mindset, it is something 

absolutely required for school cultures to adapt to the modern world. 

We’ve tried to highlight a number of examples of courage leadership in our work 

here at EML. Jim Calhoun and the Mosaic School, Chris Lehmann at Science 

Leadership Academy, and others. I often wonder what it is that makes one leader 

more courageous over another, whether it’s a disposition, a feeling of permission 

to be bold, a culture, or just a deep dissatisfaction with the status quo. Or all of that 

combined. Regardless, there’s no question that in schools where leadership 

operates with a real sense of courage when it comes to change, change happens 

more readily. 

So, how do leaders “en courage” or literally “put in courage” in ways that help 

significant change come about? 

First, they are courageous in their own actions. The most inspiring education 

leaders I’ve met over the years are ones who are not afraid to push back against the 

traditional narrative of schooling, especially in light of modern technologies. They 
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are the ones who embrace and add to the ever compelling argument that learning in 

schools is growing increasingly out of step with learning outside of schools, and 

that we have to find ways to shift the structures, systems, and practices that prevent 

schools from evolving. 

Second, they lead culture change. One of 

my favorite superintendents starts each 

school year by saying that she expects 

teachers to innovate, that their 

classrooms should be places of 

experimentation, that she expects them to 

fail, trusts them not to fail 

catastrophically, and will explain to 

anyone who doesn’t agree or understand 

why that type of innovation is required these days. That sends a message to her 

staff to have courage, and to “en courage” students as well. 

Third, they clearly communicate. It’s easier to be bold if the vision for what that 

looks like is being articulated and modeled regularly. That’s another focus of our 

work here, to provide constant reminders of the importance of creating a new story 

of learning in schools that everyone contributes to and that everyone uses as their 

north star when it comes to personal and professional practice around learning. 

Too often in schools, people guess at the vision. That’s not a way to build courage 

in your staff. 

Finally, they educate. “En-courage-ment” applies to parents as well. Parents seem 

to fear these changes more than the educators, and they have little if any context 

for the way the world works in a learning sense right now. That type of education, 

education of the adults, if you will, takes more courage than the education of the 

kids. Yet, it’s crucial to building the courage of the system to change. 

“Encouragement” is a good thing, and I’m not saying that we shouldn’t always 

encourage our teachers and students to try new things, innovate, and move beyond 

the traditional story of schools. But merely encouraging is not the same as “putting 

in courage.” That suggests a much bolder, and more complex undertaking. That 

suggests continually creating the conditions under which real, “transformative” 

change can actually take place. 

There’s no question that in schools 
where leadership operates with a 
real sense of courage when it 
comes to change, change happens 
more readily. 
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So, how will you move from “encouraging” your staff and students to  

“en-couraging” them? 

Think About: 

1. In what ways can we effectively help teachers and others find the courage to 

attempt real change? 

2. How do we make the courage to change more transparent? 

Who Knows About Modern Learning?  
Parents need more of a context for change.  

Bruce Dixon  

In the midst of the ongoing dialogue around modern learners and modern learning, 

I was wondering how far the conversations within your school community 

have reached. 

To what extent have you been able to engage parents and your wider community in 

the dialogue, and what has been their response? 

I think it would be fair to suggest that one area that we often fail to attend to is the 

manner in which we communicate with our parents and wider community. Yes, we 

all know about newsletters, electronic or otherwise, portals, and of course the time 

we host interviews or meetings, but how often can we find time to help our parents 

be better informed  about some of the emerging educational ideas that will impact 

on their sons or daughters? 

It’s easy to forget that none of our parents were educated in a technology-rich 

learning environment. It’s easy to forget that digital-richness is an idea that has 

only been with us in very recent times, and accordingly none of your parents have 

any real reference point from which they are able to build expectations of their 

own about the impact digital richness will have on their child’s education. 
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For many parents the main source of information about these matters is scaringly 

the tabloid media and talk-back radio, which can rarely be trusted to provide even 

a modicum of balance in their commentary. 

So it is really contingent upon school and systemic or district leadership to invest 

time in building better channels of communication around these contemporary 

education topics. This is time very well spent, as it can build an informed alliance 

about key decisions you may be making within the school, and helping parents 

come to terms with the impact emerging technologies are having on learning 

which should be a topic you will revisit on many occasions in the future. 

Previously the topic of computer use at school was 

related to the sparingly rare access students had to 

computers at a time when schools were locking 

them away in labs. Today it is a very different 

world, and more students not only have continual, 

often 1 to 1 access to a computer while at school, 

but also in their home. Parents are unsure about 

many aspects of this dramatic increase in access, not 

least being that fueled by the more sensational stories they hear around internet 

lurkers, identify theft and the like. 

This also presents an opportunity for schools to be not only educating parents 

about appropriate use, which most schools already are doing, but more importantly 

about how the digital context in which their children are growing up in is 

dramatically changing the nature of teaching and learning. This need to help your 

parents be better informed around these issues will continue to grow, and as we see 

more significant shifts in teaching and learning, parents will importantly want to 

understand the impact that has on their children. For example as we see more of 

the hand-calculations of mathematics being done by computers, parents will need 

to be reassured this is neither cheating nor limiting intellectual rigor. 

We belatedly addressed parent concerns in the early days of spellcheckers and the 

impact keyboarding had on handwriting, and the lessons from those two prominent 

examples were simple. Keep parents well informed, well in advance. 

Specifically parents today are far more concerned about the manner in which 3 to 6 

year olds are engaging with the technology that any group we have seen before. 

It’s easy to forget that none 
of our parents were 
educated in a technology-
rich learning environment. 
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While on one hand this is to be expected, it again offers an excellent opportunity 

for school leaders to seek out information and research that will help their parents 

be better advised on the topic. 

As we see more and more very young children engaging with new technologies the 

demand for answers will grow. 

At what age should children be using computers? For how long? 

Are there health or ergonomic issues parents should be aware of? 

Does early access to screens interfere in any way with a child’s ability to focus or 

concentrate? 

Should we be rethinking our concepts of literacy and how very young people learn 

to both read and write? 

Is this even a time when we should be asking if we should possibly be teaching 

very young students to keyboard before they learn to handwrite? 

These are just a small sample of the sorts of questions to which parents want answers. 

Helping them better understand both the challenges and opportunities for their sons or 

daughters within a modern learning environment should be a clear priority for school 

leaders today. In the long run, it is an excellent investment in building a sustainable 

support base for the inevitable shift that we are now seeing in our schools as they 

become more acutely aware of the needs of their modern learners. 

Think About: 

1. How can you engage parents in more regular, effective conversations around 

change? 

2. What are some of the arguments that are most resonant with parents? 
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Toward More Ambitious Practice in Schools  
Let's raise the bar on student work.  

Bruce Dixon  

How many times have you heard the chant, “pedagogy first, technology second?” I 

could not count the times it has been spoken about in vigorous terms in workshops 

that I have run in countries across the globe, yet I truly lament the reality we too 

often find in our schools. 

Recently I visited a school where students have had ubiquitous technology access 

through a 1 to 1 initiative for more than twenty years, and I was disturbed by how 

little shift there had been in classroom practice. It’s one thing to say that “these 

things take time”…it’s another thing to take twenty years. 

To be fair, I know this is not an exception, and while there are few schools that 

have provided their students with what we might call a modern ‘technological’ 

learning environment for quite that period of time, nonetheless the evolution of 

appropriate pedagogy is too often severely lagging in our schools. 

While this would not surprise many, it 

is nonetheless something that demands 

leader’s attention if we are to ever 

fully realise the potential technology-

richness offers our students. Not that 

there are any easy answers because 

this is, by definition, uncharted 

territory. But surely after twenty years 

someone should be asking some pretty 

tough questions. 

At what point do we decide that our 

current practice can be improved? At what point do we set up processes and 

support mechanisms to provoke bolder classroom practice that seeks to more truly 

leverage the digitally-rich learning environment we have created for our students? 

In some schools I have seen this addressed under a research banner, where every 

teacher undertakes a deliberate action research project over a semester or school 

At what point do we set up processes 
and support mechanisms to provoke 
bolder classroom practice that seeks to 
more truly leverage the digitally-rich 
learning environment we have created 
for our students? 
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year. Such a strategy has the benefit of building a more coherent school-wide 

philosophy around how young people learn today, while adding a subtle yet 

effective accountability to ensuring there is evidence of a shift in practice. 

This is not, of course, about discarding the past, or completely re-inventing our 

future, but rather critically reviewing the assumptions that we have made about 

what constitutes best practice. This is a time for challenging our own beliefs about 

learning, and being very deliberate about how we articulate what that looks like in 

a digitally-rich space. 

Do we really believe that in such a space our modern learners go about their 

learning as they did 20, or even 10 years before? Do we really believe that those 

learners are not using every manner of new and emerging technology to grant them 

privilege and access to whatever information or learning networks they need? 

The art and science of teaching and learning has changed forever; it must change 

forever. But how, we are yet to discover. That is the exciting part of being teacher 

in 2015. It is not that we for one moment are throwing the baby out with the 

bathwater, or believe that all current practice is irrelevant. That would be both 

naïve and absurd. 

But what we do need to do is help our teachers be liberated from many of barriers 

and constraints they perceive are holding them back from more ambitious practice; 

from taking risks, from trying new innovative ideas that seek to leverage the 

digitally-rich environment that we have invested more than twenty years creating. 

Think About: 

1. What do new, connected technologies now afford in terms of student work? 

2. To what extent do educators need to use technologies in interesting ways to help 

students do the same? 
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Why Nostalgia May Be Our Biggest Barrier  
Writing a new story for learning in our schools.  

Will Richardson  

Let’s start with this: You really want your students (or your own kids) to have the 

same education that you did when you went to school? 

The same subjects? Same type of assessments? Same bell schedule? Same 

homework assignments? Same teacher organized lesson plans? Same rules and 

regulations? Same lunches? Same… You get the idea. 

Now I know that many of you reading this liked if not loved school, that you were 

engaged for the most part, and that you did well if not really well by all the 

traditional measures. I also know, however, that if you are reading this, you are 

probably a college graduate and employed in the field of education. In other words, 

you liked it so much you decided to go back into the business of schooling. And 

sincerely, good on you for doing that. 

But just because it worked for you doesn’t mean the system is working for your 

students. (Remember my oft cited stat that only about 40% of kids are engaged in 

high school.) And, in fact, it’s arguable that with the abundance of access we now 

have (another thing I talk and write about a lot,) sticking to the same script that we 

acted out when we were in school isn’t a very good idea at all. 

That’s the thesis in what I think is a brilliant essay in Medium by Michael Oman-

Reagan titled Your Nostalgia Isn’t Helping Me Learn. He’s responding to a spate 

of posts in various outlets bemoaning the loss of cursive writing and old-fashioned 

note-taking while warning of the dangers and inefficiencies of using technology to 

learn. As he skewers the critics and their inability to step out of their own pasts, 

Michael offers a compelling snip of what his own practice looks like: 

I rely on the over 170 notebooks in Evernote where I practically wrote my entire 

MA thesis and where I track all current projects, personal and academic. I worked 

a full time job for much of my undergraduate education and part of my MA and 

was able to do this because of the ability to search through all 70,000+ email 

messages from the last 15 years, the ability to search inside a journal article, search 

http://www.gallup.com/opinion/gallup/170525/school-cliff-student-engagement-drops-school-year.aspx
https://medium.com/synapse/your-nostalgia-isn-t-helping-me-learn-141bd0939153
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a PDF of a book and copy/paste the text. This technology is assistive for me as a 

student very simply because all technology is assistive technology. 

That resonates. Over the last four months in writing the two short books that I’ve 

got coming out this year from Solution Tree, I can’t imagine what I would have 

done without the ability to search through books at Google Books, and Amazon, 

snip portions of posts and tag them accordingly in Evernote, write in Google Docs 

where I could easily share sections with others for review, format works cited 

using Citation Machine, ink notes into my Galaxy Note (which transfers them 

automatically to Evernote) when an idea or a brainstorm hit. Yet, I’m sure, in 

many parts of the country, students are handwriting notecards to do their research 

projects because “that’s the way it’s always been done.” (Admittedly…maybe 

hopefully…there probably aren’t too many notecarding student researchers 

left…right? Right?) 

Most of you probably know that I own two teenagers and that they go to my old 

high school. That’s right…the one that I attended and the one where I taught for 22 

years. I can’t tell you how similar their school experience looks and feels. (And I 

also can’t tell you how similar the reactions my kids have to the work that they’re 

being asked to do are compared to the reactions I had.) It’s as if save a few new 

technologies here and there, I’m stuck in a time warp that’s lasted about 30 years. 

Now I know for many people, that’s what they want. They want it to be familiar. 

Familiar is comfortable, and as parents, it’s reassuring. We know how to fix what 

goes wrong because we lived it ourselves. As teachers, teaching like our teachers 

taught us gives us a sense of expertise and competence. We know what to do 

because we’ve been on the other side of what we do…we were all students once. 

So, I get it. 

The problem is, we’re not serving our kids if 

we want them to be taught the way we were 

taught. The world has changed. This isn’t the 

world that schools were built for. That may 

not sit well with many of us, but it’s the truth. 

Think of it like this: Imagine that you’re in the 

doorway of the biggest library you’ve ever 

seen. It goes on as far as the eye can see in 

We’re not serving our kids if we 
want them to be taught the way 
we were taught. The world has 
changed. This isn’t the world that 
schools were built for. 

 

http://www.citationmachine.net/
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every direction. It’s filled with books and magazines and video displays that cover 

every subject. It’s also filled with people, smart people who know a whole bunch 

about almost any topic you can think of. And the library is filled with all sorts of 

tools and technologies that allow us to literally fly around in there, zooming from 

one shelf to another that’s on the other side of the vast building in the blink of 

an eye. 

But just as you’re about to enter, someone stops you and gives you a key that has 

your age inscribed on it. He tells you that the key will open a section on the 78th 

floor that’s been prepared for you, and that you don’t have access to anything else 

that you might find in the library. When you get there, you find a small array of 

shelves, a few computers, and about a half dozen teachers who have organized 

your path through those resources for you. You take a seat, and wait for the 

“education” to begin. 

Seriously, would YOU want that? 

We may not feel comfortable about it, but our kids need full access to the library, a 

library that many of them already have access to using the phones in their pockets. 

And while there’s lots of stuff in that library that isn’t of great value, wouldn’t we 

rather teach them how to sort that out and navigate the whole space instead of 

holing them up in that little walled off space that we’ve created for them? 

That library fundamentally changes the way we have to approach learning and 

education for our kids. Holding to age old narratives of schooling that were written 

for a time quickly being left behind doesn’t serve our kids and ourselves. 

Think About: 

1. How much of what you did in school are your students doing in school? 

2. How are we supporting legacy practice in our classrooms? 
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The One Really Competitive Skill  
What matters in world filled with knowledge, teachers, and 
technologies.  

Will Richardson  

If you had asked me just a few years ago who Seymour Papert was, I would have 

stared blankly and had no answer. Not surprisingly, today when I ask others in my 

workshops if they know of Papert, most do not.  Because of my own lack of 

exposure to Papert’s ideas, I’m not surprised. Yet, Papert is someone who should 

be a fundamental part of any educator’s understanding of learning and the ways in 

which technology can fundamentally change the way we Think About schools and 

education. Thankfully, my friend Gary Stager, one of Papert’s most articulate and 

knowledgeable disciples, kept pushing me toward books like Mindstorms and The 

Connected Family and to all sorts of Papert’s essays and speeches (many of which 

I’ve tried to organize and link to in this document.) It’s no understatement when I 

say that my exposure to Papert’s ideas over the last three years or so has had a 

powerful impact on how I see the world, schools, and my work. That goes for my 

colleague here at EML Bruce Dixon as well. 

We haven’t written much about Papert here (only a couple of mentions in over a 

year’s worth of columns.) But I think he definitely deserves more attention and 

more discussion. To that end, I’m going to explore some of his more influential 

ideas (at least on me) over the next few months. I hope you’ll join me in some 

conversation around what Papert’s importance is and how his ideas play out in the 

modern classroom. And I hope you’ll spread his ideas widely. Let’s start here. In 

1998, Papert gave a speech at the Imperial College in London titled “Child Power: 

Keys to the New Learning of the Digital Century.” In it, Papert articulates enough 

compelling ideas for 20 columns at least, but I want to pick out this one that I think 

sets the table for not only his view of the world but of our work moving forward: 

“So the model that says learn while you’re at school, while you’re young, the 

skills that you will apply during your lifetime is no longer tenable. The skills 

that you can learn when you’re at school will not be applicable. They will be 

obsolete by the time you get into the workplace and need them, except for one 

skill. The one really competitive skill is the skill of being able to learn. It is the 

skill of being able not to give the right answer to questions about what you were 

taught in school, but to make the right response to situations that are outside 

the scope of what you were taught in school. We need to produce people who 
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know how to act when they’re faced with situations for which they were not 

specifically prepared.” 

That last line is a killer, isn’t it? Yet that doesn’t seem to be what school is about. I 

can say from my experience, that very little of my kids’ schooling experience has 

made them feel the discomfort of not 

being “prepared.” They have been well 

“prepared” for just about every test they 

took. The assignments and projects and 

presentations they have given are rarely 

“outside the box;” instead they are 

grooved in past practice and experience. 

They have engaged in an education of 

predictability, and by and large, they 

have flourished in that predictability. 

My daughter Tess, who graduated from high school just over a month ago, is in the 

midst of something for which she was “not specifically prepared.” Shockingly, 

she’s decided not to go to college (which was the focus of her preparation, btw) 

and instead take a year off to pursue a passion that requires all sorts of stuff not 

covered explicitly in the curriculum or mentioned on the test. She’s got some 

pretty big decisions coming up, decisions that she’s going to have to make for 

herself, decisions that might define her path in life. These decisions are not going 

to be made based on the knowledge of content that she gained in her 12 years of 

school as much as on her ability to make sense of the information and people that 

she’s now interacting with. She has tons of questions for which she’s getting 

conflicting answers, and I can see that it frustrates her at times. It’s an 

unpredictable, nuanced “curriculum” if you will that changes by the day. In other 

words, it’s a much different learning environment from what she got at school. 

It’s interesting to watch. As a dad, I try not to worry, but she’s only 18; I can’t help 

it. I see her growing through the process, and I’m confident she’ll make the right 

choices, but I wonder what might be different for her if she had had the chance to 

do this type of complex, real world learning with adults who could coach her on 

how to do it well. 

Of course, none of that has anything to do with technology. And that’s just fine 

with Papert. But like Papert, I think we miss in schools a great chance to not only 

I think we miss in schools a great 
chance to not only help kids become 
the learners (instead of the knowers) 
they need to be, but we really miss 
helping them become even more 
powerful learners with technology. 
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help kids become the learners (instead of the knowers) they need to be, but we 

really miss helping them become even more powerful learners with technology. 

Here’s another snip from the speech: 

“My goal in life, which has been my major activity over the last 10 years, has 

been to find ways children can use this technology as a constructive medium to 

do things that no child could do before, to do things at a level of complexity that 

was not previously accessible to children.” 

How many in education see technology in that way, as a way to “do things that no 

child could do before?” Instead, probably 90% of what we ask kids to do with 

computers is either stuff they could have done without technology or are focused 

on looking up information instead of creating things and solving real world 

problems. That’s, finally, the power of the Maker Movement and the uses for 

computers that kids are employing outside of school. 

While I’ve come to share much of Papert’s worldview, I’ve also come to share his 

frustration. While he acknowledges his surprise that the “megachange” that he 

expected to come to education had not yet come to fruition in 1998, I’m sure he’s 

more than shocked that it still hasn’t come today. (Papert, now in his eighties, 

hasn’t written or spoken much at all since a serious accident in 2006.) The first 

step would be for us to start acknowledging the “one really competitive skill” that 

will now set our kids apart, the ability to learn. 

Think About: 

1. Who are the experts that inform your worldview about technology and learning? 

2. What can kids do today that they couldn’t do 20 years ago? 

Changing How We Talk About Change  
Most of what we talk about really isn't.  

Bruce Dixon  

Several weeks ago I wrote a column about the change, specifically about the 

accelerating rate of change we are seeing in the world around us. It continues to 

both puzzle and bother me. What puzzles me is how so many people seem 
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oblivious to it, and what bothers me is the insignificant role the education sector 

has so far played in leading a wider conversation around the impact this will have 

on our lives. 

If the lead stories in last week’s EML around the Rise of the Robots and Mary 

Meeker’s recently released Internet Trends report weren’t a wakeup call, then 

something is truly wrong. The recent Techcrunch article about disintermediation 

by Tom Goodwin is further evidence, where he observes… 

Uber, the world’s largest taxi company, owns no vehicles. Facebook, the world’s 

most popular media owner, creates no content. Alibaba, the most valuable retailer, 

has no inventory and Airbnb, the world’s largest accommodation provider, owns 

no real estate. Something interesting is happening. 

Maybe I shouldn’t be puzzled because for the many people who still rely on 

traditional media, the paucity of serious journalism now found there too often 

appears to leave them bereft of learning anything worthwhile about the changes in 

the world around them. Few might have predicted that our newspapers and 

television shows could have sunk to the level of triviality that now dominates, and 

if we include popular magazines and reality shows, at times all seems totally lost. 

The Information and Quartz; all of this of course supplemented by increasing 

numbers of books that are providing depth and insight for those who know they 

need to know more. 

So for the most part, keeping well informed has largely been left to social media 

and the new digital forms that are taking the lead in helping people keep abreast of 

the shifts around us with emerging publications such as 

http://modernlearners.com/what-educators-need-to-know-about-todays-internet/
http://modernlearners.com/the-rise-of-the-robots/
http://techcrunch.com/2015/03/03/in-the-age-of-disintermediation-the-battle-is-all-for-the-customer-interface
https://www.theinformation.com/
http://qz.com/
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We’ve talked for years about a digital divide and as predicted this is now 

manifesting into a deep information divide.  The shifts in the mediums through 

which we access information, and our ability to effectively use them is creating a 

small but well informed elite, while the vast majority of people seem too often 

comfortably distracted by trivia, and 

blissfully ignorant of the potential impact 

that change is having on their lives. 

So what are we doing about it? Why is 

there not more public dialogue lead by 

educational leaders around these 

unprecedented shifts in our lives, and 

more importantly where is the thought 

leadership around how our schools can 

best adapt to the realities of the world that 

their students will be heading into in the 

2020s?  Do we really still think that the 

order of magnitude of the changes that we 

are now seeing can in any way be 

accommodated by incremental shifts in 

our existing school structures? 

However while I am bothered and puzzled, I am also optimistic because I also 

sense that we are starting to see a shift in thinking.  Having just completed a series 

of workshops with school leaders across four countries over the past six months I 

sense a growing acknowledgment from them that more fundamental change is now 

urgently required. So the real challenge is what might that look like, and just how 

do we make it happen? 

For one, I think to date we have been going down the wrong path. Too often we 

have talked about transformation as if it was a recipe that if followed gave us a 

‘right’ answer. Whether it was through the ‘magic’ of introducing technology, or 

the 21st Century or Deeper Learning touchstones, to date we seem to have been 

refining rather than reimagining, tweaking rather than transforming. 

Maybe it’s time for a very different approach which should start by looking 

outward, rather than inward. We need to seek input and insight from beyond our 

school walls, and have a much more open and broader conversation around the 

Why is there not more public 
dialogue lead by educational 
leaders around these 
unprecedented shifts in our 
lives, and more importantly 
where is the thought 
leadership around how our 
schools can best adapt to the 
realities of the world that their 
students will be heading into 
in the 2020s? 
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sorts of schools that might be best for our young modern learners. The dialogue to 

date has too often been framed very narrowly by an academic elite supported by 

high profile writers and ‘experts’ who too often fail to engage school leadership, 

let alone the broader community, policy makers and most importantly parents. 

There has been too much speaking to the converted and shouting into an echo 

chamber, when what we should be focusing on is a wider dialogue with a broad 

cross-section of the community who we can then bring along with us, rather try 

and impose ideas on them. 

While such a strategy might be met by some with suspicion and negativism, I 

would contend that ultimately it gives us an opportunity to build a strong collective 

of stakeholders from across school communities who can become advocates for 

transformation, rather than poorly informed opponents. 

My experience is that when you talk with most people about the skills and 

competencies they think our young people will need for their future, they are in 

fact often in line with much of the more radical thinking of where school 

transformation should be heading; but they nearly always ‘revert to norm’ when 

asked what that might look like as they have little or no experience of what other 

options might be more preferable. This is where we have to step up. 

I think it’s time that school leaders took a more proactive, even provocative role in 

engaging staff, parents and the wider community in debate around the 

transformation our schools must undertake. This should include media and 

politicians, and must rise well above the legacy ramblings of the loud minority 

who want to cling to traditional practice like it’s a life raft.  However, despite that, 

I truly believe that if we can also invest time to help them to be better informed 

about the rate of change in the world around them, then they too will, by and large, 

be supportive. 

As we head into the ‘20’s , we’ve got to raise awareness of the challenge schools 

face to a level where the wider public have real awareness and ownership of the 

need for transformation of our schools, and we subsequently we have to broaden 

the scope for what that might look like. 

If our vision for schools continues to be built on simply improving traditional 

literacy and numeracy then frankly we are doomed. If that vision embraces the 

new literacies of a highly connected world, and mathematical thinking along the 

http://modernlearners.com/rethinking-the-definition-of-literacy-the-eml-whitepaper-series/
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lines of what people such as Conrad Wolfram is articulating then we are on the 

right track. But again, how can our parents and the wider community truly 

understand these possibilities if it is not coming from educational leadership? 

I’ve said on many occasions that we must respect the fact that none of our parents 

were educated in technology-rich classes. None of our parents have any firsthand 

experience of the potential and possibilities that ubiquitous access provides for 

their kids; and if we continue to fail to engage them in a meaningful dialogue about 

what they might be, then none of our parents can be advocates for the shift we now 

know is so necessary. 

The dialogue around school reform has to date largely been a call for school 

improvement, while the concept of transformation seems have been lost in the 

search for identity, a brand, a recipe or a formula. We need to get it back on track. 

It’s about moving beyond better, and thinking different. 

This is now a time for a new generation of school leaders who can take back the 

public dialogue from journalists and politicians and build a strong broad base of 

support for modern schooling. For schools that truly reflect the context of the 

world around them and create very different places of learning that grow with, not 

in spite of the support of the wider community. 

Think About: 

1. How do you define “change?” 

2. How do you communicate real change to your constituencies? 

What Really Makes a Difference  
Lessons from Finland  

Bruce Dixon  

Given all the rhetoric that has surrounded Finland’s education system in recent 

times, it comes as no wonder that many thousands of school leaders and educators 

have made the journey to the Nordics and observed their practices at close 

quarters. What is surprising however is how little seems to have been learnt from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=60OVlfAUPJg
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such excursions; indeed in many cases it was more a question of how little they 

wanted to learn. 

While there have been some excellent commentaries on Finland, most notably 

from people such as Pasi Sahlberg and others, too many visitors seemed to have 

been content absolving their own limitations by sighting country size, or cultural 

mix as the best explanation for the Finland’s current respected educational profile. 

Now I for one, have a long list of misgivings around many aspects of PISA and its 

associates, but what I am intrigued by is not so much their point of difference, but 

rather one of similarity, and one which seems to escape most Finnish educational 

tourists. 

Within the limitations of some degree of generalisation, it might surprise some to 

find that by and large Finnish schools are not very pedagogically innovative, and 

in the past have made only limited use of technology.  This is not in any way 

meant to be pejorative, but rather it draws attention to the fact that the reason 

Finnish schools are in any way outperforming schools in the US, Australia, Canada 

or New Zealand, is not related to profound pedagogical differences, with or 

without technology. 

While it is fair to say that there may well be some significant differences in 

pedagogical quality, largely related to their pre-service teacher selection and 

preparation, Finnish classroom practice is still, in most cases remarkably 

traditional. In fact, I have often made the remark that Finnish teachers appear to 

have refined traditional classroom practice to within in an inch of its life, with the 

accompanying international praise. It is also interesting to note that the country 

that gave us Nokia (for its brief time at the top of the technology innovation table) 

has, up until recently, also paid little attention to technology use in their schools. 

So what’s the secret? Is it simply the benefit of long winter nights (as I heard one 

policy maker report), or are there other factors at play? 

Not wishing to over simplify a response, and with due deference to Pasi and his 

colleagues, my view from working there on 3 or 4 occasions is that there are many 

factors which contribute significantly to the performance of Finnish schools which 

come under the banner of what I call the learning architecture: The sum of all those 

http://pasisahlberg.com/news/finnish-lesson-2-0/
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‘peripheral’ aspects that surround the place where learning is happening, and 

which collectively impact on the experiences of those who attend. 

These are many and varied, but range from the age 

students start school (In Finland its 7 years of age), 

to the actual time spent at school (they have the 

lowest classroom hours in the developed world), to 

the lack of formal high stakes testing or intense 

homework regimes. As Tim Walker recently 

reported, Finnish students are only tested so 

teachers can see what they know. Curricula 

programs are designed to assist with learning, and 

used flexibly by teachers as an aid, rather than 

focusing on helping students pass standardised 

tests, and classes are not streamed by ability. The 

best and worst students are taught together, so 

talented children learn to teach, work in groups and 

accept diversity. And that’s just for starters. 

While everyone is rightly focused on exploring new pedagogies and collegial 

practice, some of the most interesting innovations that I am seeing in schools 

across the globe are challenging the broad range of the orthodox structures and 

practices that together make up a school’s learning architecture. 

It was against this that I was somewhat amused by Bill Gates’ comment this week 

in Valerie Strauss’s Answer Sheet, when he said… 

“One piece of good news is that the charter schools are doing a very good job of 

educating kids in the inner city where typically the dropout rates are very very high 

and very few kids go to college. The good charters have overcome that, so by 

using long school days, a long school year, a different way of working with the 

teachers, amazing results have taken place. We haven’t moved the needle for most 

students. Charters are only a few percent, so we have to spread those best practices 

in order to get real change. It’s not easy [to change the public education system].” 

Poor Bill mustn’t have been paying attention to anything that was going on in 

Finland regarding the amount of time their kids spend at school, and he certainly 

While everyone is rightly 
focused on exploring new 
pedagogies and collegial 
practice, some of the most 
interesting innovations that I 
am seeing in schools across 
the globe are challenging the 
broad range of the orthodox 
structures and practices that 
together make up a school’s 
learning architecture. 

 

http://www.taughtbyfinland.com/home/first-grade-math-tests-in-finnish-and-american-classrooms#.VRCnUo6UcwB
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/wp/2015/05/08/what-are-bill-gates-and-warren-buffet-talking-about/
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missed the final but what I think is ultimately the biggest influence on Finnish 

school quality. 

You see the Finns believe passionately in their public school system, to the point 

where there is basically no alternative. Which means?…well it means everyone is 

invested in making public schools work, rather than opting out and sending their 

kids to private schools as happens with more 40% of secondary students in 

Australia, or to charter schools as is happening to an ever increasing number of 

students in the States to the applause of Mr. Gates, and other poorly informed 

‘corporate education reformers’. 

One final rather important point to note is that as we mentioned in an earlier EML, 

the Times in Finland are a’ Changing. Not willing to rest on their laurels, their 

education leadership have in recent times initiated a wide range of initiatives that 

will leverage technology in Finnish schools and challenge much of the legacy 

practice that has in the past dominated their classrooms. This is in addition to 

ongoing de-privatisation of teaching and shared collaborative practice which is 

focused on continuous improvement and innovation. 

Added to this, they continue to test and tweak every aspect of the learning 

architecture because of all things they realise that if they want the best from their 

teachers they need to be continually seeking ways to improve the environment in 

which they work. No magic wand, Hero Reformer, or Accountability Czar.  Just 

common sense, great intent and exceptional focus. 

Think About: 

1. What “learning architectures” are holding you back from change? 

2. What are the messages of corporate reform that you are listening to? 

The Transformation Fantasy  
We have a really low bar for change.  

Bruce Dixon  

As the year draws closer, I’ve been reflecting on which are the words we use in 

education that we have managed to normalize, appropriate, or in some cases 

http://modernlearners.com/what-you-should-know-this-week-51/
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bastardize over the past twelve months.  No doubt ‘narrative’ has to be a big 

contender for a top 3 spot and it would all be very funny except for the manner in 

which continual excessive use usually leads to the sort of trivialization which Alfie 

Kohn referred to as progressive labels for regressive practices. 

However, I have a dark horse, one that I don’t think we can avoid, because to my 

mind surely the favorite nominee for trivialized word of the year for 2015 has to be 

‘transformation’. It’s been a big year for the ‘T’ word and everybody seems to 

have gotten on board. I’ve been humoured by some of the more absurd examples 

where we are lead to believe that a simple change of medium to digital textbooks 

will transform everything, and the stampede to online assessment in Australia and 

the US even warrants repeated use of the term; however in that case I would have 

said it is yet another sign of the resilience of education to acknowledge change 

rather than in any way to be transformative. 

So the real question is why? Is this just yet 

another example of incidental misuse that 

morphs into whatever meaning people desire, or 

in this case is there something a little more 

sinister? I really think this is an idea that 

deserves a little more than to be bastardized 

through loose use, and I think there is some 

value in trying to unravel what’s been going on. 

In the first instance we could maybe put it down 

to simple political opportunism, at every level, be it school, cluster, district or 

system. These are the policy makers or politicians, or in some cases school leaders, 

who realize ‘transformation’ is possibly ‘an idea whose time has come’, and they 

latch onto it as means of gaining some sort of significance, either for their ego, 

school or system. 

Sadly these are too often also the ‘T word users’ who get the most media publicity, 

usually not by accident, as they seek to be the ahead of their peers or more 

blatantly have an election looming. Quite simply they’re fakes, and if the media 

actually cared about education they would be exposed over time as their inaction 

became evident. 

Quite simply they’re fakes, and if 
the media actually cared about 
education they would be 
exposed over time as their 
inaction became evident. 

 

http://www.alfiekohn.org/blogs/regressive/
http://www.alfiekohn.org/blogs/regressive/
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The second group are simply unaware, or very poorly informed and are often 

completely oblivious to the fact that transformation is not a new coat of paint, a 

thrilling new school-wide wi-fi network or even lots of laptops. These are 

interesting leaders because they in turn fall into two groups; the first are people 

who have some sense that things must change, and when fully informed about 

what transformation really is, will do their level best to move towards it, and in 

turn will hopefully use the word more appropriately. 

The second group however, aren’t quite so virtuous and once they realize what 

transformation really entails, frankly they run a mile. These are the school leaders 

who embraced Open BYOx as the perfect storm of avoidance. They don’t have to 

require anything of anybody, while at the same time talking freely about 

transformation. They don’t have to make any of those picky technology choices, 

they don’t have to address equity issues, and most satisfyingly because their access 

strategy didn’t require commitment or investment from the school other than a  

wi-fi network that actually worked, and they pay only scant attention to any notion 

of the development of new pedagogies or rethinking their learning architecture. It’s 

a rather satisfying option in many ways. While that is certainly not to say all BYO 

initiatives play out this way, but sadly too many I have seen do. 

So who do we have left? Well sadly not too many; in fact I would venture to say in 

the low single digit percent of people who actually freely talk of transformation. 

The most common strategy for such word abuse in the education sector is usually 

the evolution of a new one, but this time I would like to make the case for us to not 

only persist with talking about transformation, but in fact to fight back. This is too 

important a concept for us to let misappropriation dilute the dialogue around such a 

critically important idea. 

Let’s make 2016 the year that both the word and the very powerful idea that it 

represents be the year that it is taken seriously. Let’s invest a little more time 

challenging its liberal and random public use, and in turn let’s maybe seek to better 

inform those users of exactly what it means, and most importantly what it can 

make possible for their young modern learners. 

Think About: 

1. What would be the effects of transformative change? 

2. Would a BYOD program necessarily be “transformative?” Why or why not? 
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The Zen of School Change  
Attending to what's within our control.  

Will Richardson  

Right now, there are eight Tibetan Monks staying at my house. They’re sleeping 

on floors, couches, and my kids’ beds. (My kids are now on my bedroom floor.) 

They’re with us for 10-days as they do healings and meditations and school visits. 

(They made it down to Science Leadership Academy on Friday, in fact.) Only two 

speak English. And the best part is that the llama geshe (the monk with what 

amounts to a PhD) does his personal meditation through cleaning. Our kitchen  

is spotless! 

This is the third time in five years that we’ve hosted monks from the Gaden 

Shartse Monastery in India as they tour the US to raise funds for their work. It’s 

been a powerful experience that started in the first minute of the first visit. The 

group had just driven through a horrible snowstorm from Scranton, Pa to our 

house, a trip that should take a couple of hours turned into five. As I greeted the 

first monk out of the van in the blowing snow, I said “Long day, huh?” He smiled 

and quietly replied, “Every day is the same length.” Um, yeah… perspective. 

Anyway, last night our current visitors did a meditation for about 50 people in my 

small town in a local yoga studio. It was fascinating, and once again, I was 

reminded of the power of perspective. The monk leading the meditation said the 

intent is to “stay between history and mystery,” meaning, of course, to be in the 

present moment, that both the past and future are out of our control, and that if we 

linger in either, we sacrifice the moment we’re living in. Easy, right? 

So what does this have to do with schools and learning and change? I just wonder 

how we might make the whole experience of school better for kids if we stayed 

between “history and mystery” in our own work. If we made teaching our 

“practice,” so to speak. I mean, what if we could see the present moment in our 

classrooms as distinct from the traditional histories of schooling that we normally 

work under, and, also, without regard to the “mysteries” of the future? In so many 

ways we in education are driven by age-old narratives of what an “education” 

should look and feel like, and best guesses as to what we think will prepare kids 

for the future. What if it were driven by what kids need in the moment? 

http://www.sacredartstour.org/
http://www.sacredartstour.org/
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Obviously, that would be difficult, almost impossible to do. But it’s an interesting 

thought. I think if we could bring what 

we inherently know about good learning 

into that moment, it would look much 

different from what most classroom 

moments look like. The moment would 

be about learning, not teaching or 

educating. It would be filled with joy 

and passion, not expectations for some form of “success.” It would be about 

powerful, real world questions and work, not something contrived by curriculum 

and textbook authors. It would be, I think, better for kids. 

Change, real change in schools is for all intents impossible. Seymour Sarason wrote 

a whole book on The Predictable Failure of Educational Reform where he points 

out in a very compelling argument that real reforms that serve kids will never occur 

until we deal with the power relationships that are so intractable in schools. I love 

this description of the system of schooling from The Skeptical Visionary: 

It is a system so balkanized as to prevent meaningful discussion of, let alone 

agreement about, educational goals and priorities. It is not a system that can 

initiate and sustain meaningful reform. Under severe and unusual pressure it 

may permit tinkering, even the appearance of reform, but as time goes on and 

the pressures decrease, the leadership changes, the tinkering and reform lost 

force and purpose, confirming the adage that the more things change the more 

they remain the same. It is not a self-correcting system; there are no means, 

procedures, forums through which the system “learns.” It is a system with a 

seemingly infinite capacity to remain the same in the face of obvious 

inadequacies, unmet goals, and public dissatisfaction. It is a system in which 

accountability is so diffused that no one in accountable. It is a system that has 

outlived all of its reformers, and will outlive the present generation of 

reformers. I made that prediction 30 years ago, and I have no reason to think 

otherwise today. 

That written 18 years ago, btw. Still resonates. 

My monk friends remind me many times a day by their actions that “every day is 

the same length.” It’s all just made up of moments, one after the other, and in the 

end, it’s those moments that build our histories. Perhaps the key to reform is to live 

The intent is to “stay between history 
and mystery,” meaning, of course, to 
be in the present moment. 

 

http://amzn.to/1R3ZbPN
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what we believe about learning in every interaction we have with our kids. If we 

do that, systemic change that benefits our students and ourselves might just happen 

on its own. 

Think About: 

1. What are the basics of learning? 

2. How might cultures of change stay in the moment? 

Schools That Learn  
How do we make whole systems continually learn?  

Will Richardson  

Every now and then when I have some free time between basketball tournaments 

and conference presentations I actually do some reading using these things called 

“books.” Some of them I actually have to hold in my hand and manually turn paper 

pages. Shocking, I know. Some have been on my shelf for a long time, like The 

Skeptical Visionary: A Seymour Sarason Education Reader. If you’ve been 

reading my columns here at EML or the posts on my blog, you know that Sarason 

is a huge influence on my thinking about schools. Some of those books, on the 

other hand, get one-click delivered, like Schools That Learn by Peter Senge. 

Suffice to say, those two books have me thinking this week. 

First, let me say that just the idea of “schools that learn” is compelling to me. It’s a 

question that I’ve already started asking administrators and teachers at the districts 

I visit: “Is this a school that learns?” While I’m going just on intuition here, by the 

looks that I get when I offer up that question, I’m guessing few have ever been 

asked that before. What does a learning school look like? What’s the culture of a 

school that learns? How does it happen? And second, the question provokes a real 

sense of irony, because rarely have I visited a school where learning throughout 

the organization and not just in the classroom is a feature, not a bug. 

Senge states it clearly: “Institutions for learning can be designed and run as 

learning organizations.” But it’s complex. 

http://amzn.to/1OsfKqF
http://amzn.to/1OsfKqF
http://willrichardson.com/
http://amzn.to/1OsfLe6
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This means involving everyone in the system in expressing their 

aspirations, building their awareness, and developing their 

capabilities together. In a school that learns, people who 

traditionally may have been suspicious of one another–parents and 

teachers, educators and local businesspeople, administrators and 

union members, people inside and outside the school walls, students 

and adults–recognize their common stake in each other’s future and 

the future of their community. 

So what exactly is a school that learns? 

In our view, a learning school is not so much a distinct and discrete 

place (for it may not stay in one building or facility) as a living 

system for learning–one dedicated to the idea that all those involved 

with it, individually and together, will be continually enhancing and 

expanding their awareness and capabilities. 

I really like that description, “a living system of learning.” To me, that speaks of a 

place where everyone is engaged in work that matters in the world, in discussing 

important, hard to answer yet crucial to engage questions that allow us to grapple 

with the uncertainty of our kids’ futures. I think it’s fair to say that there may never 

have been a more important time for schools 

to be “living systems of learning” as almost 

everything from curriculum to assessment to 

school structures and more are being 

challenged by the new networked world we 

suddenly find ourselves in. 

Creating a school that learns is no easy task, 

one reason why Senge and his co-authors 

churned out almost 600 pages on the 

process. (Just fyi, I’m about 200 pages in 

and it’s almost all good.) But I think for 

anyone interested in starting the process, 

Seymour Sarason gives us a great, important starting point. Again, Sarason’s most 

provocative and important truth, to me at least, is this: “Productive learning is 

learning that engenders wanting to learn more. Absent wanting to learn more, the 

I think it’s fair to say that there may 
never have been a more important 
time for schools to be “living 
systems of learning” as almost 
everything from curriculum to 
assessment to school structures and 
more are being challenged by the 
new networked world we suddenly 
find ourselves in. 
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process is unproductive.” Meaning that it only when we have a deep passion for 

the subject that the learning we do will stick. (Senge reiterates that in a slightly 

different way: “Learners retain only that which they truly want to learn (25).”) And 

to Sarason, the goal of schools is to “create those conditions that make students 

want to learn; not have to learn but want to learn more about self, others, and the 

world (228).” Those conditions aren’t rocket science. It’s about freedom, agency, 

authenticity, real audiences, meaningful questions, and fun (and more.) We 

know this. 

But here’s the thing: it’s not just creating those conditions for kids. It’s about 

creating those conditions for teachers to become learners as well. And this is 

something we rarely if ever prioritize in our schools. Sarason again: 

Teachers cannot create and sustain contexts for productive learning unless 

those contexts exist for them. Teaching is not a once-and-for-all learned craft. It 

is (should be) a developmental process that today is hindered by teachers being 

in an encapsulated classroom with no time, opportunity, or forums where the 

issues and problems of teaching are discussed, not in the abstract but in terms 

of concrete children and teachers. To be helped and stimulated by others, or to 

stimulate and help others, requires forums where that is expected and possible. 

If teaching is a developmental process, it must also be a self-correcting one. 

Contexts for productive learning are as necessary for teachers as they are for 

students. Where they exist for neither–which is generally the case today–you get 

learning but not productive learning: the sense that one’s understanding is 

being enlarged and propelling one willingly into the future (229). 

I’ve said this many times before, but I think it bears repeating again here. Schools 

are cultures of teaching, not cultures of learning. The conditions we create and 

subject kids to–desks in rows, bell schedules, age groupings, discrete disciplines, 

one size fits all curriculum and grading–those conditions support teaching, not 

learning. By and large, the contexts and conditions for productive teacher learning 

do not exist. 

This is a serious, serious roadblock to moving toward more progressive practices 

in schools that this moment now demands. 

So the question to leaders especially is more than just “Is this a school that learns.” 

Even more, it’s “What are you doing to create the conditions in your school that 
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will allow both students and teachers (and others) to learn productively and 

powerfully each day?” 

Think About: 

1. What “productive learning” conditions exist for teachers in your school? 

2. Do teachers see themselves as learners or teachers first? 

Disruption, Delusion, and Deep Learning  
What's right (and wrong) about today's change conversation.  

Bruce Dixon  

Something’s happening.  Call it a groundswell, a rumbling; whatever you like, but 

it seems to me that the call for educational change has suddenly gotten louder. 

No longer is this a cry from the wilderness for a simple ‘70’s renaissance, nor is it 

a belief in the miracle of technology, but rather this time it represents a coalition of 

ideas from a very broad base of informed people who believe change is not only 

inevitable, but in fact imminent. 

Not that it’s the first time we’ve ever heard the words education and change in a 

sentence together before, but to be frank right now I think we are on the edge of 

something very significant, and I sense that there’s also now a real optimism about 

what this means...and what it doesn’t. 

It doesn’t mean we should continue looking for some celebrity hero or billionaire 

who can ‘reform our schools’ and it doesn’t mean we can avoid the issues and hide 

behind cliché’s and fads like disruption, blended learning and the like. It also 

doesn’t mean that school leaders are looking to ‘the system’ to lead the changes, 

but rather they know that ‘if it is to be, then it’s up to me’. 

This is no more evident than in the many stories of exemplary schools we have 

shared through EML, where leaders have set what many would see as a ‘radical’ 

vision for their schools despite the constraints and compromises demanded of them 

by the systems they are so much a part of. 
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As busy as we all are it is easy to be ambushed by new ideas and influences which 

have immediate appeal, but minimal impact on the experiences of kids. I think 

Christensens’ use of ‘disruption’ is truly artful, but stretching his rather dubious 

theories to education raises more questions than it answers, and it has now simply 

become a distraction. And while I’d love to see ‘deep learning’ as the “answer”, it 

is but only one small step along the way. For too many it will become old practice 

in new clothes, managed by rubrics and all the traditional constraints of legacy 

learning architecture. 

Similarly way too much of what has been thrown up under the brand of edtech fits 

into the same bucket, as my colleague Audrey Watters has written about on many 

occasions. We have simply been deluding ourselves, rather than disrupting 

anything; yet behind it all has been a 

growing movement of disenchantment with 

the increasing inability of our schools to 

meet the changing needs of our young 

modern learners. 

Barely a month goes by when there isn’t 

yet another announcement of a coalition 

searching for a new vision for 

contemporary education or someone or some group who is wanting to rethink 

school and/or build a new one from the ground up. 

Further to our reference last week of  IDEO’s Sandy Speicher’s Future of Learning 

paper, we’ve also recently seen  whitepapers such as The paradigm shift: 

Redefining Education from emerging groups such as  the Centre for the Edge in 

Australia which we featured last week, and  the Transformational Vision for 

Education in the US, from the Convergence policy people in DC reflect the 

growing disillusionment with the limitations of our current models of school. 

Laurene Powell Jobs and her ambitious XQ Super School Redesign competition 

are yet another take on the search for new models. 

Too often we’ve let this growing disillusionment give rise to the whims and 

fancies of politicians, shock jocks and journalists who seem to think that 

privatization, performance pay and legacy schooling practice will solve everything. 

The systemic subversion driven by the more than 5,000 charter schools in the US 

and the rise of Academies in the UK are evidence themselves of what happens 

Modern schooling will also require 
us to redefine our role as teachers, 
not as some facile technology 
adjunct, but rather as the “Learning 
Expert” or “Master of Learning.” 

 

http://hackeducation.com/
http://www.metropolismag.com/September-2015/The-Future-of-Learning/
http://landing.deloitte.com.au/rs/761-IBL-328/images/deloitte-au-ps-education-redefined-040815.pdf
http://landing.deloitte.com.au/rs/761-IBL-328/images/deloitte-au-ps-education-redefined-040815.pdf
http://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/center-for-the-edge/solutions/about-center-for-the-edge.html
http://landing.deloitte.com.au/rs/761-IBL-328/images/deloitte-au-ps-education-redefined-040815.pdf
http://landing.deloitte.com.au/rs/761-IBL-328/images/deloitte-au-ps-education-redefined-040815.pdf
http://www.convergencepolicy.org/
http://awseb-e-k-awsebloa-1hn5rfg83s76h-469195793.us-west-2.elb.amazonaws.com/


 

 

Page 

99 
The Modern Learners Reader, Vol. 1 

when disillusionment is not addressed by a more informed public conversation 

around alternatives. 

But the good news, is I think the conversation is finally going back to basics. No, 

not the legacy basics we hear so much about, but rather I sense a serious dialogue 

that is emerging across the education sector that is going back to deeper 

discussions of what we really know and understand about learning, and how that 

knowledge should influence school design, functionality and expectations of our 

schools in the future. 

This suggests that modern schooling will also require us to redefine our role as 

teachers, not as some facile technology adjunct, but rather as the Learning 

Expert  or Master of Learning.  Modern educators must know not only how each 

student learns, but the conditions under which they learn best, which Will outlined 

so well in his last book, From Master Teacher to Master Learner. 

This requires a depth of knowledge that many teachers may initially find 

challenging but which will ultimately allow schools to create foundational beliefs 

about learning that will guide so many of their key decisions in the future. To 

support this there is an almost untapped opportunity to use our ready access to 

technology to refine this knowledge about students to a level of granularity that has 

never before been possible, and which will in turn offer us unprecedented insights 

into what we will come to see as each child’s learning personality. 

It also about letting go.  We have to learn to let go of those behaviors and beliefs 

that are no longer relevant or indeed even valid. For too long we have continued to 

see schools through a legacy lens, which takes as given many of our assumptions 

about school that should have been challenged long ago. This is what has driven 

the reform movement who have focused on improving an existing model of school 

rather than seeking new possibilities. In an age which has been blessed with the 

options and opportunities technology-richness provides, it would seem to be 

simply absurd if we were not exploring new and different models of school. 

For too long we have tolerated the commentaries of many outside the school 

system who are never shy to advise on what we could do better. But this is 

different. This time it’s not about tweaking, or refining or a ‘new coat of paint’; 

this time it’s about rethinking, reimagining something very different. 

http://www.amazon.com.au/From-Master-Teacher-Learner-Solutions-ebook/dp/B00WYJOD6C
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However it’s important to remember that these new directions are not about 

finding one solution, but rather about the freedom to search for many. It’s not 

about having one answer, but rather about having the imagination, creativity and 

innovative thinking to explore new ideas that will truly address the needs of our 

young modern learners, rather than have them continue to simply fit the needs of 

our current education system. 

Above all, it’s a call to action for every educator to be part of discovering exciting 

new solutions and leading the public and professional conversations necessary to 

understand what schooling could and should be for our modern learners. 

Think About: 

1. What types of conversations about schooling and education are occurring in 

your community? 

2. What conversations about learning are occurring? 

The Era of Santized Computing  
What happens when we make too many assumptions about 
technology and learning.  

Bruce Dixon  

In recent times I have become quite intrigued by the impact assumptions have on 

the effectiveness of our decision making, and sadly our wonderful world of 

education. And in particular, edtech is too often cluttered with a myriad of 

unfathomable assumptions on which poor decisions are made. 

As an example we could start with some of the assumptions that underpinned 

many of the edtech  development failures of recent times, most notably those 

around “personalization” such as InBloom and Amplify, and then take a closer 

look at the rationale for so much of the indulgent and poorly informed venture 

funding that is pouring into the sector. 

All of this is sad not because of the tens of millions that are wasted, but rather the 

opportunity that is lost. Yet despite this, in many ways I think the assumptions that 

impact most negatively are those that are far more subtle.  Take for example, the 

https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2014/07/02/legacy-of-a-failed-foundation-initiative-inbloom-gates-and-carnegie/
http://curmudgucation.blogspot.com.au/2015/08/klein-fails-hard-bye-bye-amplify.html
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assumption that the best model of student access to computers in schools was to 

lock them in a room or lab; why did it take so long for us to realize how wrong 

that was? 

But the one that I find the hardest to explain is the assumption that so many, too 

many leaders make when they decide to limit the functionality of the computer 

they are providing for their students. 

They plan for them to learn.” Yet surely that is almost by definition what modern 

learning should look like. 

I am seriously at a loss to explain why a school leader would do this. Are they 

assuming it might be ‘too powerful’ for their young learners? Is it possible an 

‘over powerful’ computer might harm a student in some way…or are there 

possibly more insidious reasons at play? Is it as simply about control, or ensuring 

predictability? We all know there’s nothing worse than students who learn 

something you didn’t “ 

All this of course is against a backdrop of some quite dreadful decisions that have 

put appallingly underpowered devices into the hands of our young modern 

learners. An early benchmark was 

certainly Microsoft’s genius for 

Windows CE which when 

combined with HP palmtops and 

any other handheld device ensured 

way too much money was wasted 

on computer substitutes at a time 

when laptop use was getting real traction in US schools. Luckily the Maine 1 to 1 

tender in 2002 put an end to that folly, but various e-readers and dumbed down 

devices followed, with the Australian state of NSW taking the gold medal for 

dumping 250,000+ plus first generation Netbooks on 15-18 year students in 2011. 

Between those that were never taken out of the box, and the number that were 

simply left at home because their functionality was so limited yet another 

opportunity was squandered and hundreds of millions of dollars wasted. 

In the meantime we have continued to see e-book readers or their close cousins pop 

up as student “devices,” which is one of the few times such a label is appropriate 

because they are only a very distant cousin of fully functional computers. 

An iPad is NOT a fully functional 
computer, nor are most “tablets” of 
any pedigree. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Windows_CE
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Windows_CE
http://hackeducation.com/2015/03/02/maine-laptops
http://hackeducation.com/2015/03/02/maine-laptops
http://www.smh.com.au/digital-life/computers/rudd-giveaway-gripes-students-slam-slow-laptops-20110812-1iq3w.html
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Now it is easy to say at this point that cost is an issue, but I would always take 

issue with that, because in nearly every case mentioned, as well as countless others 

I can recall… including the famous LAX debacle, funding simply becomes an easy 

excuse for poor decision-making. 

Which leads me to the workshops that I have been hosting recently and the sad 

stories of disengagement and disillusionment I heard repeatedly from frustrated 

teachers there. It is against this background that I want to confront a simple reality: 

an iPad is NOT a fully functional computer, nor are most “tablets” of any pedigree. 

Sure you may see iPads as a suitable transition towards computer use for kids in 

early childhood, but beyond that their value sharply diminishes. 

I am frankly sick of tiptoeing around this reality; other than the forthright words of 

Gary Stager it seems to now be politically correct to talk of iPads and laptops as 

one and the same thing…they are simply not. So on behalf of those disillusioned 

teachers who shared their many stories of limited functionality I make a simple 

plea: NO substitutes. 

To be clear, this not about brand, platform or operating system. To paraphrase a 

popular saying around knowledge: What really matters is not which technology 

you have, but rather what that technology allows your students to do. 

Modern learning is about provoking the most imaginative, creative, inspiring 

learning environments possible and to do that can we all make a solemn hand-on-

our-heart ‘Trump-like pledge’ and agree Modern Learners Deserve FULLY-

functional Computers. Not toys, not tablets that are great for photos, books, music, 

videos and a little browsing, but computers without borders, limitations or 

compromised functionality. 

And yes, if they want a second or third device. I don’t care what it is, but can we 

start now and put an end to this era of sanitized computing which is holding back 

the real potential for how technology can empower our students. 

As my colleague Adam Smith said when I was discussing this with him last week: 

“It’s almost like we are torturing our students or maybe teasing them when we 

take away computing functionality; here’s a sneak preview of what you can do, 

http://www.wired.com/2015/05/los-angeles-edtech/
http://www.scholastic.com/browse/article.jsp?id=3757848
http://www.aalf.org/articles/view.php?ArticleID=87
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but we don’t want you to do any more or go deeper because that’s as far as we 

want you to go.” 

Adam should know; he and his colleagues were the 1 to 1 pioneers who showed 

just what full functionality made possible for his 9 and 10 year old girls when they 

were doing amazing things programming games, robotics and so much more back 

in 1990. 

Twenty-five years on I assumed all young people would have the same 

opportunity. Wrong assumption. 

Think About: 

1. What assumptions are you making about the effects of technology in your 

classrooms? 

2. What is the effect on students when we limit the functionality of the devices we 

give them? 

How Not to Change Culture in the Classroom  
We need to be careful about how we talk about change in the 
classroom.  

Will Richardson  

I have a standing search in Google News that lets me know when there are ever 

any new stories in the world that contain the following three words: school, 

technology, and learning. It’s not that I don’t have enough to do already without 

scanning the usual 15 or 20 articles that crop up on a daily basis from all over the 

place. And mind you, I don’t check the feed every day. (I’d probably be in therapy 

by now if I did.) But every now and then I drop in to see what people are doing 

that’s worthy of a write up in the local (or sometimes national) press. 

 

That’s how I found this story from the ABC News affiliate in Fort Wayne, Indiana 

titled “E-Learning: Technology changing the culture of the classroom.” I’m always 

drawn to headlines like those because most often, the story doesn’t quite live up to 

the hypeline, if you will. And this one is no exception. 
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I’ll leave it to you as to whether or not you want to read about the impact of 

technology on the kids in schools in Fort Wayne, but let me save you the time. For 

all of the “ohhs” and “ahhs” flowing from both the reporter and the edleaders she 

interviewed, the bottom line is this: not much has changed. Not even the fancy 

rhetoric we keep using to suggest that things actually have changed. 

 

I want to break some of this rhetoric down a bit, because it’s used so often without 

critique in 90% of what passes for edutechjournalism these days. And it’s rhetoric 

that I think we better start correcting if we’re ever going to get to the point where 

technology actually does begin to amplify learning in the ways we know it can but 

seldom show up in classrooms. So, bear with me… 

 

Here’s the lead: 

 

“Long gone are the days when computer labs in schools were only used for 

research and testing, when students’ classroom tools consisted only of textbooks, 

pencils and papers.” 

 

Um, no, actually. Those days are not long gone. In fact, in lots of places, that’s still 

SOP when it comes to technology. But these kids are lucky I guess, because they 

have a 1:1 program. Until you read this: 

 

“The students use the technology every day for research, presentations and 

homework through a blended learning environment which combines the physical 

classroom work with an online learning space.” 

 

Say what? Does that sound like a changing culture to you? Or this? 

 

“What teachers are doing is they are essentially taking everything they do in the 

classroom – their learning targets, the daily activities, the homework – and they’re 

digitizing all of that so that kids can have access in the classroom and at home,” 

said Southwest Allen County School’s Technology Coordinator, Jim Kowalski. 

 

Wow. Transformative. 

 

And, then there’s this: 

 

“What we want is instruction from the teachers, and then to use this – just as they 

would use a textbook or they would use any other information source – that it is a 
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tool to help them teach, it’s a tool maybe to engage students in a creative way, 

maybe to engage them in way that will catch their attention,” said Stockman. 

 

“A tool to help them teach.” A tool to maybe engage them and catch their 

attention. A tool to make them more motivated to do the work. 

She says her students have embraced the technology, using the iPads 3 times a 

week for various assignments like spelling and math problems. Shipe, and teachers 

across the country, say the iPads seem to increase motivation in students. 

“Anything that they have the opportunity to do on the iPad, they’re going to put in 

more effort, they’re going to take more time, they’re going to be more willing to 

do it,” said Shipe. 

 

If you’ve hung around these parts at all you know that we have a higher bar for 

technology than comes across in this and most other articles of this ilk. 

Engagement and motivation problems don’t stem from the lack of technology as 

much as the lack of relevance and agency over learning provided to the learner. 

Engagement and motivation are products of learning about things that matter to 

kids, things that they see value in, things they want to learn more about. That’s 

were culture change happens, not by giving kids iPads. 

 

Yet this is the narrative around change that we embrace both in schools and in the 

community. Just by handing out, we’re now different, better somehow. Just by 

putting it in their hands, they’re going to be more prepared for the future, as in: 

 

“Their world is going to change even more rapidly than the world we live in today. 

They need to be very adaptable, and 

technology helps them with that. It helps 

them learn new skills, helps them adjust 

to things changing rapidly,” said 

Stockman. 

 

No, not really. The only thing that can 

help them adequately “adjust to things 

changing rapidly” is a love of learning 

and a curious, creative, connected environment in which to learn. Technology can 

certainly help that, but it’s not the starting point for a different culture in the 

classroom. 

Engagement and motivation 
problems don’t stem from the lack of 
technology as much as the lack of 
relevance and agency over learning 
provided to the learner. 
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Think About: 

1. How do you describe the effects of new technologies in the classroom to outside 

media? 

2. What does true culture change around learning require? 

Dare to Reimagine  
Creating new ways of thinking about old problems.  

Bruce Dixon  

How often have you ever had to wait for a taxi that never seems to come, or in fact 

never does? And how do you respond to that prolonged wait? Frustration, anger? 

 

So, what was so different about Travis Kalanick and Garrett Camp who, on a 

snowy Paris evening in 2008 also had trouble hailing a cab? Their response. They 

invented Uber. There wasn’t a start-up incubator on that street corner in Paris; they 

didn’t ideate or even iterate. They simply dared to re-imagine what alternatives 

might be possible. 

 

So how was it that every one of us who has been frustrated waiting for a cab didn’t 

do a similar thing? And by the way, why were so many cab companies so slow in 

responding to what was a very simple idea that could have been replicated so 

easily? 

 

It doesn’t matter whether you agree with Christenson’s thinking around disruption 

or not; Uber has not only disrupted the taxi industry but now also the prepared 

meals service, shared rides and much more. And of course, Uber is just one story 

of which there are many more. However, it’s not the disruption per se that I find 

interesting, but rather the process of discovering the idea that was at its source. 

How is it that all of us, every day have 

the opportunity to explore new ideas, new 

ways of doing things and we don’t? Why 

is it that most of us, most of the time do 

what we’ve always done and don’t ask, is 

there a better way?  For some, it can be 

Why is it that most of us, most of the 
time do what we’ve always done and 
don’t ask, is there a better way? 
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driving the same way home, even if it’s longer. For others it’s sitting in the same 

chair, or ordering the same food for lunch. And maybe in our daily grind, we 

would expect that to be the case. 

 

But what about our work environment? What about the things we do every day in 

our schools? How often do you dare to re-imagine what might be possible there? 

 

Is it a habit, laziness, or just compliant thinking that prevents us from ‘breaking 

out’, or is it just that we don’t even give it a second thought. Unlike Travis and 

Garrett. 

 

As John Maynard Keynes (1936) prefaced in his General Theory, “The ideas … 

are extremely simple and should be obvious. The difficulty lies not in the new 

ideas, but in escaping the old ones.” 

 

So is school as we know it, the best that school can be? 

 

How much thought have you ever given to that question? How often has that 

question provoked a critical conversation with your colleagues? What would it 

take for that to happen and how far do you think the discussion might go? 

 

Most people I know don’t even give it a second thought. They take for granted the 

place, the practice, the institution, and the outcomes. But what would it take to re-

imagine something better; something very different? 

 

Maybe this re-imagining would need some provocation, a little ideation and quite a 

lot of iteration, but maybe, just maybe through that process you could develop, 

design even just describe new ways of doing many of the things we have taken for 

granted for generations, for centuries, for too long. 

 

Maybe if you dared to imagine new possibilities we could collectively recreate a 

place where modern learners hang out, and share ideas, and make stuff and have 

real agency over their learning. Maybe. 

 

If it is not to be me, then who should it be? Yep, that’s how we should tackle this, 

because if educators don’t do the re-imagining, then politicians will, and 

journalists will, and everybody who ever went to school will. 
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Everybody who ever caught a taxi could have, theoretically, created Uber. But they 

didn’t. Two people who dared to re-imagine did. 

Think About: 

1. If you had the magic wand, what one thing would you touch it to and do  

totally differently? 

2. Why can’t you do that without the magic wand? 

In Changing Times Should We Consider 
Changing Times?  
It's time to rethink the very basic structures of schooling.  

Bruce Dixon  

As we start the new calendar year, and in southern climes a new school year, it’s 

probably a good time to test our holiday brains with some simple questions around 

what we call “school time.” 

Have you ever wondered who actually decided that around 180 days was the 

perfect amount of time students should spend in formal schooling each year? And 

is there any evidence to suggest that the amount of time they are in school, 

between 800 and 1100 hours per year largely dependent on grade levels, impacts in 

any tangible way on their level of achievement or later success in life? 

It was certainly a concern for former US Education Secretary Duncan when he said 

that “our students today are competing against children in India and China. Those 

students are going to school 25 to 30 percent longer than we are. Our students, I 

think, are at a competitive disadvantage. I think we’re doing them a disservice.” 

While the Center for Public Education suggests he was largely wrong on his 

statistics, his comments are reinforced by the practices of KIPP schools in the US 

who proudly boast that their students complete nearly 50% more time in school in 

addition to completing significantly more homework. (192 x 9 hour days vs 180 x 

6.6 hour days.) But then again, the jury is certainly still out on what the real 

outcomes are for their students as a result of all of this extra time at school. 

http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Time-in-school-How-does-the-US-compare
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Time-in-school-How-does-the-US-compare
http://www.kipp.org/news/education-week-kipp-schools-boost-academic-performance-study-finds
http://dianeravitch.net/category/kipp-charter-schools/
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However, if time at school does in fact play a significant role in a child’s learning, 

then elementary kids in Texas must surely outperform their Californian peers 

because they spend nearly 50% more hours (1260 hours) at school than those from 

the Western state (840 hours). Interestingly however, fewer hours do not seem to 

relate to student performance. 

Reinforcing this further are the experiences of students in many other countries, 

most notably the Nordics, where according to the OECD, the hours of compulsory 

instruction per year  range from 608 hours in Finland (a top performer) to 926 

hours in France (average) at the elementary level, compared to the over 900 hours 

required in New York, Texas, and Massachusetts. 

“As a matter of fact, Vermont – a high-performing state — requires the fewest 

number of hours (700 hours) for its elementary students (grades 1-2) than any 

other state, and it still requires more than Finland. Vermont’s requirement is also 

more than the 612 hours high-achieving Korea requires of its early elementary 

students.” 

Which takes us back to the opening question. What then is the basis on which we 

make decisions about the amount of time our kids spend in schools, and what are 

the assumptions we make in exploring this question? 

What is obvious is that how our schools are organized impacts dramatically on 

how they operate. And all the pieces that underpin their operation, what we like to 

call the learning architecture, most of 

which we take completely for granted, 

indirectly pre-determines the choices our 

young people make about when, where and 

most importantly how they learn. 

Maybe it’s time to rethink how we define 

this learning architecture, of which time is 

just one of the variables that deserve our 

attention. It’s not just about the number of 

hours of class time, or instruction, but also 

how school days are structured for which 

ages, the way the year is scheduled, and even issues such as start and finish times 

which are now becoming matters of public debate. 

Isn’t it about time we thought 
more about what contemporary 
school life should look like, what 
the possibilities might now be at a 
time when we are seeing such 
radical shifts in the contemporary 
working environment across the 
business sector? 

 

http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Time-in-school-How-does-the-US-compare
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Time-in-school-How-does-the-US-compare
http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/08/why-school-should-start-later/401489/
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Isn’t it about time we thought more about what contemporary school life should 

look like, what the possibilities might now be at a time when we are seeing such 

radical shifts in the contemporary working environment across the business sector? 

While we are seeing a growing number of schools, states and even countries 

exploring new options, it seems we have a long way to go before we might find the 

courage to let go of some of our old habits and legacy practices. 

All this better informs the conversation around modern learning. It suggests that 

neither technology, nor even a well-intentioned focus on new pedagogies will 

bring about any transformation in the learning experiences of our young modern 

learners if we don’t start addressing the components of the learning architecture 

that will provide them with a genuine freedom to learn. 

Think About: 

1. In what ways can you reconfigure time in the school day to better serve 

learning? 

2. For what reasons do your current time allotments exist? 

Risk  
Taking risks is now required.  

Bruce Dixon  

There are many times in our lives when we take risks. For some taking risks is an 

integral part of their daily lives. Racing car drivers, BASE jumpers are extreme 

examples; others might say the very act of driving a car or crossing a road presents 

a risk they face every day. Our perception of risk is separated between those we 

accept mindlessly and those we need time to consider and inevitably this varies 

substantially from person to person. 

It’s the degree of risk we face, our preparedness for it and our courage that 

determines how often and how great the risks are that we are prepared to face in 

our lives.  I was only recently running a number of workshops in Delhi, India and 

to see the way pedestrians regularly negotiate six lanes of traffic each way on a 



 

 

Page 

111 
The Modern Learners Reader, Vol. 1 

busy Delhi freeway, without lights, is risk few of us unaccustomed to it would 

consider. 

One of the more interesting shifts in our modern society has been how we are 

continuously trying to limit the risks we face in our daily lives.  We seem to receive 

advice around car safety, workplace safety and in recent times the risk of terrorism 

almost daily. When you start listing them all, it’s a wonder we all survive given the 

enormity of the risks that we are surrounded by and appear to be ever-increasing. 

Many of the choices we make in sport involve risk. Risk of injury, risk of losing a 

game, risk of missing a basket, and for professionals, these decisions become 

instinctive. The extent to which an athlete is able to 

assess risk and make the right decisions can make a 

huge difference in their professional lives and the 

longevity of their careers. 

Risk is the master of change. Our acceptance of risk 

in many ways foreshadows our commitment to 

change. How we respond to risk is therefore a direct 

function of how we all respond to change. 

Acceptance is about how good we are at assessing all the factors in involved, and 

on a balance of probabilities does the benefit warrant us taking the risk.  If I speed 

to make a meeting, is the meeting more important than the potential speeding fine I 

will get; if I miss shooting practice, might that mean I miss a key shot, or if I don’t 

put in the time for this report will it have consequences for my company and/or  

my position? 

It’s an interesting question; how do we respond to change? Can you think of 

situations in your daily life where you can reflect on how you responded? What 

about more specifically in the way you have responded to various emerging 

technologies? I was intrigued to reflect on my own response to mobile email. For 

someone who’s been using technology for an extremely long time, I ignored the 

value proposition it offered on the premise that the volume of email I received 

would become a distraction to my daily routines. 

I was 100% wrong, but what interested me was why I had that response? My 

assumptions were entirely wrong, and interestingly my computing experience 

belied my understanding of a new concept. Lesson learnt. 

My assumptions were entirely 
wrong, and interestingly my 
computing experience belied 
my understanding of a new 
concept. Lesson learnt. 
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Take a minute and think about how schools first responded to the use of 

technology for learning. The initial response to the internet by schools as an 

example, was to build a wall around it, to white list acceptable sites, to create 

repositories; because of the risk of predators, but more the risk of the unknown. 

More recently there have been similar responses to cloud computing.  Of course 

there is largely the fear of the unknown, often the consequence of not being well 

informed, but there was an immediate assumption of risk which far outweighed 

any perception of benefit or value. 

Sad, but is it an inevitable reaction? In many ways it’s simply that we are 

responding to a new order of things, or rather a new order of change, whereby we 

are all uncomfortably unfamiliar with the rate of change we are now witnessing. 

Accordingly, we are often poorly informed of the shifts we are seeing in our lives 

and therefore we seek to mitigate any risk by either ignoring, blocking or as in the 

case of Uber, trying to legislate against it. 

Additionally, we see that the more people have been successful in negotiating risk, 

and accepting the changes that accompany it, either in their daily or working lives, 

the more confident they are to assess risk in future decisions they make. This is 

probably most evident in the evolution of the entrepreneurial culture, where risk is 

a prerequisite of reward, as opposed to a public sector culture which too often 

repudiates any notion of risk and public policy suffers as a consequence. 

Of course, the extreme on either end of the continuum offers challenges.  Risk-

taking for its own sake, can certainly drive egos, and simply be a response to fads 

and distractions, with a reactionary outcome that is a step backwards rather than 

achieving any sense of positive change. 

And there’s the impact and value of experience on our choices. As we get older, 

and we have to make judgments in situations we have experienced before, 

theoretically we make better choices. Theoretically. 

But for all the choices we make every day the ones we are often the least prepared 

for are the ones we encounter in our working lives, and so our responses are often 

cautious, skeptical and even cynical. Most of us find the familiarity of our daily 

practice somewhat comforting and of course predictable, and the intrusion of a 

new idea, a new process or an organization change becomes a threat to that 

comfort because it risks disturbing what we know. 
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So are the biggest risks we face always associated with change, or in fact is it 

possible at times that we face bigger risks by doing nothing? 

I would contend that in our schools today it is in fact the case, and not even 

incremental changes in practice that seek to improve existing practices within the 

existing model of school mitigates that risk in any way. Doing nothing is the covert 

risk we’re failing to assess.  In fact I would suggest that incrementalism suffocates 

innovation in a way that destroys people’s energy for significant change. 

Doing nothing to respond to the changing world that our students are facing is not 

only a massive risk, but in fact a serious gamble on their future. Incrementalism, 

chipping away at the existing models we have is both deceptive and deceitful 

because it implies a promise of an adequate response which deludes all players into 

avoiding confronting the changes that are now so urgently required. It’s the choice 

of the risk-averse, but it’s in fact creating a bigger risk for future generations who 

will simply not be well provided for by the legacy practices of past decades. 

However, we can avoid this if we decide it is time for us to openly confront the 

risks, both perceived and real, associated with such fundamental change. We need 

to address the assumptions and underlying concerns that others might have. We 

need to act swiftly to ensure the risk-averse are better informed about the benefits, 

and most importantly, the possibilities that such change can offer their students. 

Failing to do that is the biggest risk of all. 

Think About: 

1. What are some current obstacles to change that will require some risk  

taking to overcome? 

2. How do you develop cultures with a healthy approach to risk? 
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The Antithesis of Agency  
Will Richardson  

Q: “In five years, what will be different about your business?” 

A: “The way we serve our end customer. We will be able to provide a highly 

personalized experience for our learners and customers that’s informed by data and 

delivered via a global learning and technology platform. It will be delivering a 

highly personalized education experience to the end user of ours, the end student, 

that’s delivered on a global platform.” ~Albert Hitchcock, Pearson 

Bruce and I will be attending the annual ISTE conference in Denver next month, 

and I’m sure at some point, most likely after steeling ourselves with a couple of 

drinks, we’ll make our way to the vendor floor. For those of you who haven’t ever 

been to the vendor floor of a large edtech conference, just imagine a football field 

(at least) jammed full of corporate high rise booths with some mom and pop size 

stuff sprinkled in, auctioneer like demonstrations of the newest gizmos and 

software, well dressed (for the most part) sales folks seeping into the alleys trying 

to entice you into conversation with offerings of Tootsie Rolls or, wait for it, 

gaudy Styrofoam fingers branded with their products, and heavily laden 

conference goers snatching up every free thing they can find and jamming them 

into overstuffed neon-colored bags to lug home on the plane. It can overwhelm the 

senses pretty quickly. 

Equally overwhelming, however, is how little of what’s being hawked on the 

vendor floor actually has anything to do with student learning. And by that I mean 

even the stuff with “learning” in the name. If you don’t believe me, next time 

you’re at a vendor booth, go up to one of the reps and ask “How does your product 

increase the agency that kids have over their own learning?” I’ve done this the last 

few years at various conferences, and I bet you can guess the number one 

response: “Um, well, what do you mean by that?” 

It usually goes downhill from there. 

School budgets are dwindling, yet the vendors seem to be prospering in selling 

things that no child in their right mind would use in their own lives for learning or 

anything else. I’ve never seen a kid with a Promethean board in their bedroom. 

You? Over 90% of what I’ll find at ISTE this year, I’m sure, will be aimed at 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/robertreiss/2016/05/23/banking-education-travel-leaders-discuss-the-future-of-digital-reinvention/#5c5d3b9d2d62
https://www.google.com/search?safe=off&q=Promethean+board&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi1kN633NzVAhXJOSYKHUGlDbUQvwUIJSgA


 

 

Page 

115 
The Modern Learners Reader, Vol. 1 

helping people do school better than they are right now. Almost all of it will be 

aimed at data collection or security or assessment or curriculum or, as the Pearson 

rep above suggests, delivering a “highly personalized education experience” to the 

end users. (Don’t you love it when people call your students “end users”? That 

right there should make you walk away.) 

So why is that? Why is it that most of what school 

CIOs or CTOs are buying has little to do with kids 

and learning? Well, one problem is this: a lot of those 

same CIOs would tell you those SmartBoards and 

clickers and data collection tools ARE about student 

learning, or at least “student learning” as it’s 

currently defined. The one that aligns with the 

Pearson definition. 

Recently I was working with a room full of leaders at a large urban district, and the 

conversation turned to technology and outcomes. Not surprisingly, one of those in 

attendance started pushing back, saying that technology in the hands of kids was 

more of a distraction to learning than a help. In defense, one of the other leaders 

chimed in and said: “I think what he’s saying is that if we can teach our students 

differently with technology we can make great gains.” 

While I appreciated her support, I had to ask “And just so we’re clear, what do you 

mean by ‘great gains?’ Better test scores?” 

“Well, that’s part of it,” she said. 

“And the other part is…” I responded. 

“Um, well…” 

We don’t include the most important stuff about learning and learners in the “great 

gains” mix because we don’t measure the most important stuff to see if kids are 

gaining at it or not. You think Pearson is collecting data on curiosity, on creativity, 

on persistence and motivation, etc.? You think anyone on the vendor floor is 

driven by making “great gains” in those things? 

Equally overwhelming, 
however, is how little of what’s 
being hawked on the vendor 
floor actually has anything to 
do with student learning. 
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To be fair, there has been an uptick in that kind of learning at conferences of late. 

At BETT this year, I saw a number of booths supporting inquiry-based and real 

world project based type of learning environments. And at last year’s ISTE, there 

were a number of maker oriented products and services that were, in fact, able to 

answer the “How does your product transfer agency?” question. 

But that’s still the minority by a long shot. 

The vision for learning that still permeates the conversation so deeply is the one 

articulated by Mr. Hitchcock above. Learning is about what we deliver to you and 

how we deliver it to you. It doesn’t really matter if you want to know it. It doesn’t 

really matter if you can apply it or have some use for it outside the classroom. All 

that matters now is that we have this great new data-driven technology that can 

help you learn what we want you to learn when we want you to learn it and in the 

way that we deem best for you to learn it. 

If you haven’t already figured it out, that’s the antithesis of agency. 

Think About: 

1. What common terms about learning do you use that may not have a common 

definition?  

2. How much agency do your students have over their own learning? 

The Moons Are Aligning  
Why progressive ideas about learning in schools are finally taking 
root.  

Bruce Dixon  

I was lucky. I completed my teaching degree in the 1970’s during a time of new 

ideas, new directions and new thinking. It wasn’t just a time for hippies and 

Woodstockers, but importantly it was also a time of provocative and open 

discourse around education, which inspired vigorous public conversations around 

the role of school and theories of learning. 
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Those were exciting times when the writings of Illich, Reimer, Smith, Graves, 

Postman and Weingartner came to the fore, built on the ideas of people like 

Dewey, Montessori and others from decades earlier. In between my 

‘extracurricular’ activities as a college student, we had the privilege of being given 

time to engage in deep discussions around a diverse range of educational 

philosophies that came from those writings which subsequently had a profound 

impact on the choices I have made in my life. 

It was time when educators across many countries were inspired to believe that the 

conditions under which young people were learning should change, and that we 

needed to create a more learner centered culture in our places of learning, rather 

than one that had traditionally been built around the institution of schools. 

But the time was not right. 

With all the best of intent and will in the world, great ideas by themselves simply 

do not fly, and by the time the Thatcher years of the late ‘80’s came by, education 

had largely reverted to norm and school as we knew it had won. Pulling down 

walls to create ‘Open Classrooms’ was never going to succeed as a proxy for new 

pedagogies, and with no real change in practice, the real point of it all was lost. 

However, there was a lot to be gained from that experience. Firstly, it expanded the 

public dialogue around learning and specifically around schooling alternatives. 

Secondly, for the first time it called into question a lot of the assumptions around 

traditional schooling and most importantly it empowered a large number of 

progressively-minded educators to believe there were better choices we could 

make about where, when, how and what their students could and should learn. 

Fast forward to recent times and the context has changed dramatically. 

All of a sudden so much of what we traditionally took for granted about our 

schools seems totally incongruous with the world in which we live, and 

increasingly, as we have said before, today more people are questioning whether 

the premises on which our schools were originally founded are even 

valid anymore. 

http://infed.org/mobi/ivan-illich-deschooling-conviviality-and-lifelong-learning/
https://www.amazon.com/School-dead-alternatives-education-specials/dp/0140801693
https://www.amazon.com/Understanding-Reading-Psycholinguistic-Analysis-Learning/dp/0805847111
http://www.ldonline.org/article/6204/
https://www.amazon.com/Teaching-Subversive-Activity-No-Holds-Barred-Methods/dp/0385290098
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2013/apr/15/margaret-thatcher-education-legacy-gove
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To many educators today, it seems impossible to believe that the model of school 

that was originally designed to provide an education for the needs of the past one 

hundred years could in any way, even logically, serve 

the needs of our ever changing world today. At best it 

seems highly questionable that we would want to keep 

‘tweaking’ a model that is increasingly being 

challenged, when the opportunity to develop new 

models seems so obvious and necessary. 

However what hasn’t changed is our knowledge of how 

young people learn. Over time our knowledge and 

insights about learning from earlier years has now been 

deepened by research, experience and a wider dialogue 

provoked by people such as Sarason, Papert, Meir, 

Kohn, Sizer, Elmore, Senge et al, and with that there is also now an increasing 

sense of urgency for change. 

The time is now right. 

This a time when the moons are aligning. It’s a time when an increasing number of 

educators want their practice to align with their beliefs about learning. They know 

how our young people learn best, and they know that legacy models of schools 

simply do not provide the best conditions for that to occur. 

But we cannot for one minute rest on our laurels. We need to kick it up a notch and 

not repeat the mistakes of the past. We need to start seeing more innovative 

practice that respects the unprecedented opportunity that is now being afforded us. 

We need bold educators who will explore ambitious new practice to deliver on the 

promise and the vision of what we believe is now possible. It cannot simply be 

school as we know it. 

This is a time when our capacity to expand our pedagogical repertoire has been 

significantly increased with the emergence of technology-rich learning 

environments, which makes the vision of a learner centered education finally 

possible for all students. We cannot take this for granted. Our increased knowledge 

about learning gives educators the insight, the tools and the enhanced capacity to 

create a modern learning environment, in a way that has never before been possible. 

At best it seems highly 
questionable that we would 
want to keep ‘tweaking’ a 
model that is increasingly 
being challenged, when the 
opportunity to develop new 
models seems so obvious 
and necessary. 

 

https://www.amazon.com/What-Do-You-Mean-Learning/dp/0325006393
http://www.papert.org/works.html
https://deborahmeier.com/
http://www.alfiekohn.org/
http://essentialschools.org/founder-ted-sizer/
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/faculty/richard-elmore
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/apr95/vol52/num07/On-Schools-as-Learning-Organizations@-A-Conversation-with-Peter-Senge.aspx
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So the point of all of this? Well this is the backstory. It seeks to clarify why now is 

different. It’s to provide some background to just how far we have come, and 

hopefully to encourage those who have the opportunity to continue to move 

forward. Boldly. 

To again quote a well-known English PM who loved cigars and whiskey, “...this is 

not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end; but it is, perhaps, the end of the 

beginning.” 

What we need now is re-imagination. We must move on and use our collective 

pedagogical wisdom to reimagine the learning experiences that are now possible 

for our young modern learners, and when you know the journey you are on is part 

of a much larger story, hopefully it gives you the courage to believe in taking the 

necessary steps to get to your destination. 

The moons are indeed aligned. 

Think About: 

1. What are the most pressing questions that you now must ask about schooling in 

modern times? 

2. How can you best engage in conversations within your school communities 

about change? 

The End of the Beginning of New Credentials  
Old ways of assessing learning and expertise are on their way out.  

Bruce Dixon  

Stay with me on this. It’s a topic that I think warrants a little more than we 

normally share here, and I promise, no politics and no mention of the “T” word… 

I’m not sure if you’re fully aware, but right now there are signs of a fundamental 

shift in the way our students will access higher education in the near future, and 

ultimately it will have implications for K-12 which I feel we need to be 

prepared for. 

http://www.winstonchurchill.org/resources/speeches/1941-1945-war-leader/987-the-end-of-the-beginning
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While we were all might have been enamored with many of the early online 

learning innovations around the turn of the century such as MIT OpenCourseware 

and later that decade the pioneering MOOC’s of Stephen Downes, George 

Siemens, and Dave Cormier, the longer term impact was that it provoked us to 

further explore how the internet and ubiquitous access to technology could and 

should impact higher education. 

Who could not fail to be impressed when some 155,000 people signed up for the 

MIT course on Circuits and Electronics in 2012, while Sebastian Thurn and Peter 

Norvig’s Introduction to Artificial Intelligence course attracted 160,000 signups, 

and was declared The Stanford Education Experiment That Could Change Higher 

Learning Forever  by Wired magazine. 

However the real attraction at the time, as we so often see, was that the new online 

MOOC format offered the illusion of extending, rather than undermining the 

institutions’ existing business model.  So the initial response to those jaw-dropping 

enrolment numbers was to view them as a previously untapped market; one that 

could be easily reached online for increased revenue using existing academic 

support while continuing on-campus business as usual. 

Then reality took hold. With high dropout rates, plagiarism and low completion 

metrics and after the initial euphoria, many assigned MOOC’s to the Fad Hall of 

Fame. However for all the hype and belated cynicism, what is evident is that it was 

another example of our tendency to overestimate the significance of innovations in 

the short term whilst underestimating their long-term impact at our peril. 

As the longer-term impact of these new mediums, new formats, and new 

technologies now becomes more obvious, it would be most unwise to ignore the 

potential for very significant disruption in post-secondary education, which will 

undoubtedly have significant consequences for K-12. 

What we are seeing is not one new form of post-secondary, but many. Not just 

MOOC’s or online courses which mimic face-to-face, but a whole new raft of very 

different formats, different access models appealing to much larger and more 

diverse audiences. Recent innovations such as micro-credentials and stackable 

credentials are now forcing higher educational institutions and employers to 

reassess and rethink the traditional assumptions they have made about formal 

qualifications. 

https://ocw.mit.edu/index.htm
http://www.downes.ca/post/49472
http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?story=20140123081401254
http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?story=20140123081401254
http://davecormier.com/edblog/2008/10/02/the-cck08-mooc-connectivism-course-14-way/
http://web.stanford.edu/class/cs221/
https://www.wired.com/2012/03/ff_aiclass/
https://www.wired.com/2012/03/ff_aiclass/
http://evolllution.com/programming/credentials/how-microcredentials-are-changing-the-landscape-of-higher-and-technical-education/
http://er.educause.edu/blogs/2015/9/alternative-credential-adoption-in-higher-ed
http://er.educause.edu/blogs/2015/9/alternative-credential-adoption-in-higher-ed
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One of the thought leaders in this field, Educause, has always been a professional 

body that has kept its members abreast of current and emerging trends, and much 

of their recent work has been focused on highlighting the potential change within 

the higher ed sector. 

At the high end credentials are about validity, and technologies like blockchain 

appear to have the potential to ensure the integrity of these new processes. On the 

user side it’s about badging, and despite some initial derision about the concept, 

Mozilla’s commitment to OpenBadges has set in place a precedent that is set to 

break with credentialing traditions. Adding to this, organisations such as Credly 

and LinkedIn now provide users with the ability to add OpenBadges to their 

profiles, which is further increasing their integrity and reach. 

The medium to long-term impact of all of this should not be under-estimated. We 

are seeing technologies being developed and implemented in ways that are 

breaking down legacy barriers that many believed could never be breached. 

But that is just the start. 

As we enter this new phase of adoption, what we are seeing potentially is a 

fundamental reimagination of post-secondary education which offers professional 

learning opportunities that are challenging the traditional boundaries and 

limitations that for too long we all took for granted. 

While there are now far too many examples for me to highlight here, one simple 

example is Seth Godin, a revered figure in marketing who in part has undermined 

the traditional MBA format with his intensive 4 week altMBA, and then flipped 

the model by partnering with one of the expanding online course delivery 

platforms, Udemy to offer a micro-course on value creation for under $100. 

So think about that for a moment. I’m 18 or 19, interested in marketing or need 

some marketing expertise which might support my start-up ambitions. I can sign 

up for a 4 year undergrad program in marketing and graduate with a degree that 

then hopefully qualifies me for a 2 year post-grad MBA, and $80k+ in student loan 

debt, or I can seek out an internship or similar with a marketing organisation while 

completing a series of micro-courses delivered by industry experts and top it off 

with Godin’s intensive 4 week altMBA. Who would you employ, and as a student, 

how would you justify the financial difference? 

http://www.educause.edu/
http://er.educause.edu/articles/2016/5/credentials-reform-how-technology-and-the-changing-needs-of-the-workforce-will-create-the-higher-ed
http://er.educause.edu/articles/2016/5/credentials-reform-how-technology-and-the-changing-needs-of-the-workforce-will-create-the-higher-ed
http://hackeducation.com/2016/02/25/blockchain-edu1
https://openbadges.org/
http://support.credly.com/knowledgebase/articles/423277-how-do-i-add-my-digital-badge-to-my-linkedin-profi
http://openbadges.tumblr.com/post/55809369771/how-to-display-your-open-badges-on-your-linkedin
http://sethgodin.typepad.com/seths_blog/2016/11/a-master-class-in-value-creation.html?
https://altmba.com/info
https://www.udemy.com/courses/
https://www.udemy.com/a-master-class-in-value-creation/learn/v4/t/lecture/5931508
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What’s happening is that we are seeing a lot more courses being structured to fit 

student needs rather than the other way around. EdX’s MicroMasters courses are 

just one example of how flexible some of the institutions are becoming, and this is 

surely just the tip of the iceberg. 

Another might be if I am interested in a Digital Marketing career (and which 

companies don’t have space for good people in that field right now?) I can sign up 

for The School Of The New York Times Certificate in Content Marketing, which 

they are hosting in partnership with their Digital Marketing studio in New York, T 

Brand Studio. The opportunities and choices are unlimited, and with that more and 

more traditional assumptions are being tested. 

So, in the end we must ask, when should workplace experience start, and when and 

how should that be supported by extended learning opportunities? While there may 

well be reasonable justification for front-loading some careers with a certain body 

of knowledge, its role as the default option in this rapidly changing world we now 

live in may well be numbered. 

It’s not to deny that there are many job roles that do require an amount of specialist 

expertise and knowledge before young people can take part in the role; but even 

medicine, with courses such as that found at the progressive McMaster University 

in Canada are putting medical students on internships into hospitals before they 

have even completed their first year. 

To what extent is the vocational model, which in many countries blends formal 

learning, apprenticeship and employment at the end of K-12, a better option for 

many students and professions?  Internships have increasingly offered an 

intermediate step for many careers, and that is more than likely to become the 

norm for more. 

So why do we expect students to complete 3, 4 or even 6 years of formal higher ed 

study (and student debt) before they are ‘allowed’ to fully participate in the 

workplace. For many careers today it simply doesn’t make sense. These legacy 

practices have too often driven by tradition rather than the needs of young people. 

At the same time larger organisations such PWC or IBM through BigData 

University have established their own places for further study  to provide the 

highest quality courses in their specialist fields. Why wouldn’t more companies 

https://www.edx.org/micromasters
https://www.nytedu.com/certificate-in-content-marketing/
http://mdprogram.mcmaster.ca/
http://mdprogram.mcmaster.ca/
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/careers/campus/programs-events/pwc-open-university.html
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/careers/campus/programs-events/pwc-open-university.html
http://www.pwc.com/us/en/careers/campus/programs-events/pwc-open-university.html
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expand their HR departments beyond monitoring Continuous Professional 

Development, to providing it. While much of this is already underway, and often 

in partnership with existing formal institutions, the opportunity in this area is still 

largely untapped. 

So what we are seeing, for the first time, is 

professional and vocational education that is 

accessible, relevant, current, flexible…and 

affordable, and traditional educational 

institutions around the world are being forced 

to adapt or they are in real danger of 

becoming irrelevant. 

Obviously many have started adapting, some through the more prominent 

partnerships such as EdX, Coursera, and FutureLearn, and the fact that these have 

been led by some of the top institutions such as Harvard, MIT, Stanford, Sorbonne, 

ANU, McGill and the Imperial College of London has only increased the  pressure 

on others. And if you thought for one minute these institutions were still just 

offering fringe courses, take a look at the Applied Data Science with Python 

course from the University of Michigan on Coursera or MIT’s course on Supply 

Chain Management on EdX and you’ll appreciate the extent to which the higher ed 

world is undergoing a fundamental shift in the way it does business. 

This is all happening at a time when staying current is the new career currency, 

when being able to access emerging trends and new ideas can provoke new 

directions within a current job role, and it’s when the requirement to be well 

informed to make better decisions has never been more critical. So its expansion in 

the continuous education space is inevitable. In fact it’s somewhat disappointing 

that to date it hasn’t had an even bigger impact in teacher professional learning 

programs, but maybe micro-credentialing will have a positive impact. 

All of this is not to say in any way that the need and benefit for full or part-time 

face-to-face instruction does not still exist, or for that matter that in many cases it 

is still not the preferred learning environment for students. But what it does say, is 

that for many, for too long, we have taken for granted that it is the only option. We 

are indeed seeing the end of the beginning of a fundamental shift in post-secondary 

education. 

We are indeed seeing the end of 
the beginning of a fundamental 
shift in post-secondary education. 

 

https://www.edx.org/
https://www.coursera.org/
https://www.futurelearn.com/
https://www.coursera.org/specializations/data-science-python
https://www.edx.org/micromasters/mitx-supply-chain-management
https://www.edx.org/micromasters/mitx-supply-chain-management
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2016/03/30/can-micro-credentialing-salvage-teacher-pd.html
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So as we see this new learning landscape open up before our eyes, there are two 

rather interesting questions I would like to leave you with. 

1. How are we preparing our young modern learners in K-12 for all of this? Given 

the impact college/university preparation has had on the development of secondary 

school courses it would be naive to believe these changes will be isolated to post 

secondary. 

2. What could or should be the implications be for undergraduate teacher 

preparation courses? Do we still believe the 4-6 year front loaded model is the best 

or only way we should prepare teachers, or do some of these new formats, new 

mediums and new technologies suggest better, more appropriate and relevant ways 

that we should be considering? 

Think About: 

1. What are the implications of new accreditation schemes for K-12? 

2. How can we rethink the high school diploma? 

 

 

  

https://atavist.com/signup?ref=project_footer&ref-org=91640
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For ongoing conversations around learning 
in the modern world, join us online at: 

 

ModernLearners.com is a site dedicated to exploring the opportunities and 
challenges  

of learning in a ubiquitously connected world where learners are now fully in 
charge of  

their own learning. 

ModernLearners.com 

 

Change School is a powerful 8-week online experience for educational 
leaders  

who are serious about designing and creating relevant, sustainable change in 
their  

schools and districts. 

Change School 

 

Join thousands of educational leaders from around the world in our private  

Facebook ChangeLeaders Group 

http://www.modernlearners.com/
http://modernlearners.com/
https://change.school/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ModernLearners/
http://www.modernlearners.com
http://www.change.school
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ModernLearners/
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