
Classro
om

T he

Steps to Foster  

Real-World Learning

6

Eric Hardie

Relevan
t

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



1703 N. Beauregard St. • Alexandria, VA 22311-1714 USA
Phone: 800-933-2723 or 703-578-9600 • Fax: 703-575-5400
Website: www.ascd.org • E-mail: member@ascd.org
Author guidelines: www.ascd.org/write

Ronn Nozoe, Interim CEO and Executive Director; Stefani Roth, Publisher; Genny Ostertag, 
Director, Content Acquisitions; Susan Hills, Senior Acquisitions Editor; Julie Houtz, Director, 
Book Editing & Production; Liz Wegner, Editor; Judi Connelly, Senior Art Director; Masie Chong, 
Graphic Designer; Mary Duran, Graphic Designer; Keith Demmons, Senior Production Designer; 
Kelly Marshall, Interim Manager, Production Services; Trinay Blake, E-Publishing Specialist

Copyright © 2019 ASCD. All rights reserved. It is illegal to reproduce copies of this work in 
print or electronic format (including reproductions displayed on a secure intranet or stored in a 
retrieval system or other electronic storage device from which copies can be made or displayed) 
without the prior written permission of the publisher. By purchasing only authorized electron-
ic or print editions and not participating in or encouraging piracy of copyrighted materials, 
you support the rights of authors and publishers. Readers who wish to reproduce or republish 
excerpts of this work in print or electronic format may do so for a small fee by contacting the 
Copyright Clearance Center (CCC), 222 Rosewood Dr., Danvers, MA 01923, USA (phone: 978-
750-8400; fax: 978-646-8600; web: www.copyright.com). To inquire about site licensing options 
or any other reuse, contact ASCD Permissions at www.ascd.org/permissions, or permissions@
ascd.org, or 703-575-5749. For a list of vendors authorized to license ASCD e-books to institu-
tions, see www.ascd.org/epubs. Send translation inquiries to translations@ascd.org.

ASCD® and ASCD LEARN. TEACH. LEAD.® are registered trademarks of ASCD. All other trade-
marks contained in this book are the property of, and reserved by, their respective owners, and 
are used for editorial and informational purposes only. No such use should be construed to imply 
sponsorship or endorsement of the book by the respective owners.

All web links in this book are correct as of the publication date below but may have become inac-
tive or otherwise modified since that time. If you notice a deactivated or changed link, please 
e-mail books@ascd.org with the words “Link Update” in the subject line. In your message, please 
specify the web link, the book title, and the page number on which the link appears.

PAPERBACK ISBN: 978-1-4166-2767-8    ASCD product #120003    n8/19
PDF E-BOOK ISBN: 978-1-4166-2769-2; see Books in Print for other formats.
Quantity discounts are available: e-mail programteam@ascd.org or call 800-933-2723, ext. 5773, 
or 703-575-5773. For desk copies, go to www.ascd.org/deskcopy.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Library of Congress Control Number:2019943017

29 28 27 26 25 24 23 22 21 20 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12  

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



T he
Relevan

t
Classro

om

Introduction ............................................................................................... 1

1. The Case for Change  ............................................................................5

2. Make Meaning Central to Student Work .......................................19

3. Contextualize the Curriculum  .........................................................51

4. Create Space to Learn........................................................................ 70

5. Connect Student Work to the Community ................................... 90

6. Follow the (Student) Leaders ......................................................... 115

7. Reenvision Feedback and Evaluation  ......................................... 129

8. Final Reflections  .............................................................................. 140

Appendix. A Real-World Learning Planner .................................... 143

References ............................................................................................... 151

Index ........................................................................................................ 154

About the Author .................................................................................. 159

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



1 

Introduction

A recent conversation with a colleague reminded me why I wrote this book. 
We were talking about the school experiences of our own kids, when the 
conversation turned to her 13-year-old son. “He absolutely hates school,” 
she lamented, “and I mean hate. Every morning is a huge fight. He finds the 
days long and says he’s bored out of his mind. He’s a smart enough kid and has 
interests outside of school—but sitting passively for hours of the day has killed 
any interest he had in school.” 

As a high school principal, I saw this issue manifest itself in the uptick in 
office referrals for behavior in the afternoon. A typical scenario goes some-
thing like this: Teacher calls the office to send a student down for misbehav-
ing; the student slumps in an office chair; when asked what happened the 
student says, “Yes, I did that, but you have no idea how bored I was! Getting 
sent to the office is better than spending another minute there. You have no 
idea how long the days are here!”; teacher comes down at the end of the day to 
express her own frustration and is unsure how to improve the situation with 
the student despite her best efforts.

The unfortunate reality is that many students report finding school bor-
ing. It’s one of the common threads between both those who perform well aca-
demically and those who don’t. I have had many conversations with students 
who get good grades but say something like, “School’s pretty boring, but I have 
my heart set on getting into a program, so I just keep at it.”
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This creates problems on multiple levels, for both students and teachers, 
and is one of the main reasons I wrote this book. The way that we do school—
the structure, process, and expectations—means that school often does not 
work well for both students and teachers. There are myriad reasons why this 
is the case, and we will explore several of them in the chapters that follow, but 
suffice it to say the current system of teaching and learning is not working. 
Students are frequently disengaged, are not learning as much as they could, 
and too frequently drop out. Teachers are working too hard and are profes-
sionally frustrated, and too frequently they drop out as well, either literally or 
emotionally. It doesn’t have to be this way.

About This Book
This book doesn’t provide all the answers, but it does provide strategies that 
will help move us in the right direction by bridging the gap between the arti-
ficiality of the world of school and the real world that surrounds it. This is a 
major cause of disengagement: Students don’t see the connection between 
what they are being asked to learn and do in school and the world around 
them. The strategies are purposefully broad so that, whether you teach kin-
dergarten or grade 12, you will find them useful. While subjects and students 
change with age, the fundamentals remain the same. Really deep learning 
requires that certain criteria be met for magic to take place in the classroom.

First, students are engaged through meaningful work. “Why are we doing 
this?” is a time-honored and entirely legitimate question. When our answer 
is “Because it’s in the curriculum,” we are in trouble right out of the gate. By 
making meaning central to student work, we can provide real answers to this 
most important of questions; in fact, if done right, students won’t even feel the 
need to ask it. Chapter 2 provides a number of strategies, guiding questions, 
and examples we can use to ensure that students are engaged in work that 
they see as purposeful.

One of the most common questions from teachers is “How do I do 
interesting things in my classroom and still cover the curriculum?” It’s an 
important question, and part of the answer lies in putting the curriculum into 
context. If we start with the curriculum as a checklist of things that need to 
be covered, then, again, we are in trouble right out of the gate. If, however, 
we treat it as a list of skills and knowledge that students can use to support 
the meaningful work they are doing, then suddenly it makes more sense to 
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students and they will understand why they are learning it. Chapter 3 unpacks 
how to do this successfully and provides some examples.

In Chapter 4, we’ll explore the need to create space for students to learn. 
One common cause of disengagement in a traditional classroom is that there 
isn’t space for the students and their interests, ideas, creativity, and skills. 
When a classroom is too focused on the teacher, it doesn’t respect the indi-
viduality of the students and forces the teacher to work even harder. In this 
chapter, we’ll talk about how to frame real-world challenges for students 
while leaving space for them to find themselves in the work.

Another important way to build engagement and relevance is to actively 
connect student work to the real world (we’ll know our work to improve edu-
cation is done when we don’t have to use this designation anymore). School is 
a lot different for students when their actions and learning are being purposed 
to positively affect the world around them than when they are being used to 
complete a test. In Chapter 5, we’ll talk about the importance of community 
connections and audience to communicate to students the value of the work 
they are engaged in.

With the groundwork laid, we can allow students to lead in our class-
rooms. By creating meaningful work and building leadership capacity in stu-
dents, teachers can achieve that enviable goal of moving from being the sage 
on the stage to the guide on the side, while simultaneously expanding student 
learning. If we want students to become leaders, then they need to learn to 
lead in our classrooms. Leadership takes practice and requires opportunity 
and feedback to flourish. Chapter 6 talks about how we can best do this.

Finally, we can see deep learning and great success when providing 
feedback on and evaluating student work that is purposeful and meaningful. 
Making one of the more challenging parts of the job more enjoyable, while 
also deepening student understanding, is the subject of Chapter 7. 

In the end, this is not about teaching—it’s about learning. We can’t learn 
for students, but we can create experiences where deep learning will take 
place. This is also not about teachers burning themselves out trying to make 
magic in the classroom every day. This is about recognizing that students are 
our greatest untapped source of creativity, collaboration, and innovation, and 
that tapping into these resources is the key to a new kind of classroom and 
deeper learning.
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1
The Case for Change 

At an education conference I recently attended that attracted educators from 
across North America and around the world, there were many ideas presented 
and debated about how to best improve education. There was one belief that 
seemed universal to all the participants: School needs to change. Suddenly, 
educators are being told to prepare students for jobs that “don’t yet exist” in a 
world of exponential change. How are you supposed to prepare students for a 
life that has so much uncertainty? Our traditional paradigm of education was 
not made for this.

Harvard professor Tony Wagner provocatively describes the problem in 
his insightful book The Global Achievement Gap:

In today’s highly competitive global “knowledge economy,” all stu-
dents need new skills for college, careers, and citizenship. The failure 
to give all students these new skills leaves today’s youth—and our 
country—at an alarming competitive disadvantage. Schools haven’t 
changed; the world has. And so our schools are not failing. Rather, 
they are obsolete—even the ones that score the best on standardized 
tests. This is a very different problem requiring an altogether differ-
ent solution. (2008, p. xxi)

So why do we persist in maintaining an increasingly obsolete system? The 
first step to finding that answer requires that we dig deeper into the nature 
of this obsolescence so that we can move toward a remedy. There is a nearly 
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endless list of reasons for realigning schools around a deeper learning agenda, 
but here are some of the most pressing.

Current research from Gallup of nearly a million U.S. students indicates 
that while, on average, students in elementary school are generally interested 
in school, starting in grade 5, this number drops every year until grade 11, 
where it bottoms out at 44 percent before rebounding slightly (Brenneman, 
2016). Unfortunately, numbers from Canada look equally glum. These sta-
tistics should serve as a wake-up call to educators in many parts of North 
America. It’s clear from this survey that we face a crisis of disinterest, which is 
antithetical to our desire to leave students with a lifelong, abiding passion for 
learning. In practical terms, these numbers raise important questions about 
what students should be learning, how they can be engaged in their learning, 
and what input they should have into their learning and schools in order to 
turn this alarming trend around.

The World Has Changed Fundamentally. Has School?
It’s hard to overstate the importance of the dramatic changes that have taken 
place in the world in the last 30 years that should have radically changed what 
takes place in the classroom. However, education has been slow to move (for 
reasons that we will discuss later), and the fundamental process and organiza-
tion have changed very little since formal schooling’s inception. The net result 
is that our students are not being adequately prepared for life after school 
today and are even less prepared for what life will look like in the future. 

One thing that is striking about looking at photographs of classrooms of 
the past is that they, by and large, look the same as classrooms today. Yes, there 
may be some differences in fashion or the technology being used, but the ste-
reotype of the teacher standing at the front of the classroom often holds today. 
A time traveler would still be able to identify a classroom.

School is based on an industry-inspired production line system where 
children enter at the age of 4 and emerge finished at the age of 18. In between, 
they learn to follow directions from their supervisor and sit quietly for hours 
on end doing what they are told, even when it’s not particularly interesting to 
them, developing strategies to make the time go by. In other words, they are 
well suited to a production-line job. This, of course, is not an accident. The edu-
cation system was designed by industrialists with these explicit goals in mind. 

Curiously, if you look at historical versus modern photographs of other 
workplaces, they look very different. Picture a photo of workers in a woolen 
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mill juxtaposed with workers at a social media or biotech company. The same 
time traveler would be less likely to process what was going on. How can the 
process for educating the citizens of the future be so firmly rooted in the past? 

The Sources of Misalignment
How exactly is education so misaligned? Why is it no longer pointing stu-

dents in the direction they need to go? Here are a few elements of the system 
that need rethinking.

The economics of grading. The use of grades as a classroom currency is 
a problem because (1) it’s artificial and (2) it tends to prioritize skills that are 
unique to the classroom. It is difficult to find parallels between grades and the 
world outside education. In the workplace, we are more likely to have a per-
formance review with some commendations and next steps for improvement, 
not a graded percentage. Because grades are largely a matter of judgment, 
they are not necessarily equal from one class to the next and thus difficult to 
discriminate between. 

Getting good grades can be as much about attendance, short-term mem-
ory, compliance, and understanding what some students see as the game of 
education as it is about actual learning. How many times have you heard an 
underperforming student comment, “A 62 percent is good enough. As long 
as I’m passing”? It’s far too common and always frustrating for educators. It 
makes clear two things about the student’s thinking: (1) they’ve learned that 
school is about grades and not learning, and (2) they don’t see grades as moti-
vating, so there’s not much reason to try. It’s very difficult to get buy-in from 
students who have simply opted out of the system.

Daniel Pink (2009) argues in his book Drive that beyond basic biology, 
we are driven by the need for three things: autonomy, mastery, and purpose. 
Because many school systems put grades and learning on the same plane, 
and because it is much more driven by the adults than the students, it can be 
challenging to keep students motivated if they decide that they don’t care how 
they do because autonomy, mastery, and purpose are in short supply. When 
their recognition of the artificiality of the school system is combined with a 
lack of intrinsic motivation and frustration over school’s seeming irrelevance, 
the result is too often a dispiriting formula for dropping out. 

Education versus certification. If the classroom economic system is 
based on grades, then the school economic system (at the high school level) 
is based on credit acquisition and diplomas. The standardization of courses 
means that students are expected to get a similarly well-rounded educational 
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experience (particularly for the first couple of years of high school). However, 
it sometimes means that students drop out before they get to courses that 
might be of interest to them.

As a high school principal, I have clear recollections of trying to get a 
student named Alex through the system. Alex showed up to school every day 
looking ready for a day in construction, complete with steel-toed work boots 
and plaid jacket. He didn’t like school very much because it wasn’t relevant to 
him, and coaxing him through mandatory courses in science and math was a 
trial for all of us: Alex, his teachers, his parents, and the administration. It also 
meant that he would frequently get kicked out of class. However, if you invited 
Alex to help with side projects, like doing some landscaping at the front of the 
school, he worked harder than anyone and would never complain. We all knew 
that Alex would be happy once he reached the older grades and could do work 
placements and take classes in wood working and metal work, but getting 
him there was going to be a struggle. Despite our best efforts, he eventually 
dropped out of school a few credits short of graduation and is happily working 
construction, but it has always seemed unfortunate to me that we don’t have 
a system that’s flexible enough to support the countless students like Alex. 

One of the gravest dangers to the current school system is the gap between 
education and certification. Schools rely on the educational economic system 
to extrinsically motivate students by granting high school diplomas that 
demonstrate the school’s value. However, thanks to the proliferation of online 
schools, it has become easier and more flexible than ever to earn high school 
credits. In fact, we are entering a time when you could earn a high school 
diploma, earn an undergraduate degree, and do graduate work without ever 
entering a building. While this is terrific news for the educational consumer, 
it should also be providing a wake-up call to all school educators. If what you 
are offering in class is no more engaging, no more interactive, and no more 
motivating than an online class, then why will students go to the trouble of 
getting out of bed, traveling to your school, and learning at the time and loca-
tion of your choosing, when they can learn on their own time wherever they 
can access WiFi? If your only real value is certification, then you are in trouble 
when certification can be achieved more easily from other sources.

One of the reasons that change is necessary in schools is that the survival 
of schools is not guaranteed. One need only look at countless other indus-
tries to see how quickly technology has revolutionized, and in some cases 
destroyed, what appeared to be solid institutions and industries. Educators 
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who think that it’s impossible that it could happen to us need to talk to some-
one who used to be a travel agent or repaired transistor radios and TVs.

Quality versus accountability. One of the unfortunate trends that 
has emerged in North American education, and particularly in the United 
States, is an extreme focus on accountability, which implies that if teachers 
and administrators just do their job properly, then students will do well 
on standardized tests, which will somehow translate into future success. 
Unfortunately, this hasn’t really worked out as planned. The accountability 
line of reasoning posits that if you simply do more of what you are currently 
doing with a narrower focus, and add additional pressure, then you will get 
what you want: better quality. Instead, more accountability has led to the 
standardization of the student experience, with little room to honor student 
individuality and build on their unique strengths; cheating; a narrowing of 
the curriculum; the elimination of recess in some districts; extreme pressure 
on students, teachers, and administrators; and a test-taking gamesmanship 
that values standardized test performance over meaningful learning, student 
engagement, and the maximization of student potential. 

Such an intense focus on testing does not offer students the opportunity 
to explore complexity and the inherent messiness of learning and overlooks 
the critical skills—collaboration, problem solving, cultural sensitivity, tenac-
ity, and more—that today’s workplaces flag as essential to the continually 
evolving global workplace. It has negatively affected the quality of the system, 
producing high school graduates who are ill-equipped to handle the chal-
lenges that follow high school. In fact, many graduates have a shockingly high 
chance of dropping out of college in their first year. A recent study showed 
that not only is the college completion rate currently an abysmal 52.9 percent 
in the United States, it’s also dropping (Shapiro et al., 2015).

The industry-inspired production line model underlies many of the 
current trends in accountability. Business’s intense focus on metrics has 
been transferred into the educational sphere, with problematic results: The 
overly simplistic application of these metrics has punished students, schools, 
and administrators in neighborhoods with low socioeconomic status for not 
measuring up. It has also resulted in minimal meaningful change. Metrics 
themselves are not a bad idea, but what we measure and how we measure is 
crucial. Using multiple-choice tests, bringing negative attention to commu-
nities that are already struggling, and embarrassing rather than supporting 
them is bound to fail our students. A school is not a branch plant that is having 
difficulty maintaining profitability. It’s an incubator for the future.
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It’s not an accident that some of the best education systems in the world 
have placed far less focus on superficial accountability and far more focus on 
delivering high-quality learning experiences (by contrast, e.g., Norwegian 
students take a single, standardized test at the age of 16). The central issue is 
what is best for students and how to build the learning around them rather 
than building them into the learning.

Testing-focused education often creates schools where success is as much 
about gaming the system as it is about authentic, meaningful learning. To win 
the game, students have developed superficial strategies that distance them 
from meaningful learning, such as listening just enough in class to reproduce 
the material on a test. 

So, what can be gleaned from these strategies? What do they tell us about 
the system and what they implicitly and explicitly teach students? They show 
us that learning remains largely a passive experience that isn’t tied to student 
interests, an emphasis on rote learning and compliance is still commonplace, 
and true engagement and relationship-building tend to happen in activities 
that take place outside the classroom. 

School Doesn’t Always Work for Teachers, Either
There are a lot of teachers who are struggling. The job is incredibly com-

plex and demanding. It’s also a profession that can be driven as much by guilt 
as by inspiration: Am I doing the best I can for my students? Are they learning 
as much as they can? Could I have made more of a difference? Is my class 
interesting? Am I the teacher that I dreamed I would be when I entered the 
profession? Many teachers are their own harshest critics. Unfortunately, the 
result is that many feel they can never work hard enough, be creative enough, 
or stay on top of all the latest trends and technologies. It’s also true that 
many struggle to stay out of a rut, bored themselves with the daily, unending 
demands of school. Teachers

• Often work harder than their students;
• Feel like they have to stand on their heads to make their lessons consis-

tently interesting; 
• Struggle to figure out why students aren’t making more progress;
• Feel the pressure of coaxing students to do well on standardized tests;
• Are expected to implement an endless array of top-down reforms;
• Are then blamed when the reforms don’t work; and
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• Often go home tired, underappreciated, and frustrated that they can’t 
get their students to where they want them.

Why Is Change So Hard to Come By?
None of the problems with the education system are the result of pur-

poseful malice or ill will. Most of the educators I know are selfless, thoughtful, 
caring, and hardworking. So why is the system so difficult to change? Why 
do most of the best intentions fall by the wayside? Education systems have 
the impressive ability to perpetuate themselves because we are all a product 
of the system, and those who later go on to work in education are reticent to 
change a system they know and understand so well. 

It doesn’t have to be this way. School doesn’t have to be boring; it’s some-
thing I’ve joked about at staff meetings: “You know, it’s not actually written 
anywhere that school has to be boring for students and teachers. If you are 
in the middle of a lesson and your students look bored, and you feel bored 
yourself, start doing something else—immediately.” School can be exciting. It 
can be inspiring. It can be fulfilling. It can be a place where the love of learn-
ing is both celebrated and actively promoted. The challenge is to abandon 
our antiquated views of what school has to be and embrace a new concept of 
what it really should be by redefining our relationships with our students, cre-
ating opportunities for leadership, and creating the circumstances that will 
enhance learning for all students.

The key is not to expect the teacher to provide all of this, which is both 
unfair and unrealistic, but rather to structure classrooms driven by student 
interests, creativity, and passion, creating a learning environment that is bet-
ter for both students and teachers. 

Ideas That Can Show Us the Way
Reimagining what school can and should look like is no easy task. Trying to 
figure out what’s needed in school starts with a bigger question about the 
overall direction we should take, the skills and knowledge students need to 
get there, and a deeper analysis of what is currently taking place in schools. 
The following writers and thinkers—Tony Wagner, Carol Dweck, and Daniel 
Pink—all have insights that serve as the underlying foundations of this book’s 
approach to empowering students with authentic, real-world learning. 
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Survival Skills
When we start to reflect on a shift in the direction in the classroom, it’s 

important to keep the end goal in mind: What should students learn to be 
successful during their school year, and more important, what should they be 
learning to promote success after school? In response to his observation that 
we have an obsolete system of schooling, Tony Wagner (2008), after years of 
research, has identified what he refers to as survival skills for students in the 
21st century: 

• Critical thinking and problem solving
• Collaboration across networks and leading by influence
• Agility and adaptability
• Initiative and entrepreneurship
• Effective oral and written communication
• Accessing and analyzing information
• Curiosity and imagination

If we were to build an education system from the ground up that was 
designed to maximize these skills, it would likely not look much like a tradi-
tional school. For one thing, Wagner’s list requires students working in real-
world terms; the notion of agility and adaptability is almost completely absent 
in a typical classroom. Even pieces like curiosity and imagination are often in 
very short supply. Second, many of the skills require students to work together 
on meaningful projects; in a traditional classroom, students are put together 
to work on a math problem or class project, but often discussion is dominated 
by the teacher without the level of collaboration needed to foster the skills. In 
real terms, it is likely that in the majority of classrooms, the teacher will spend 
more time using these skills than the students will over the course of the year.

Growth Mindset
Underlying the ability to develop the agility and adaptability that Wagner 

references is the ability to embrace change. Psychologist Carol Dweck has 
become well known in educational circles for her recognition of the impor-
tance of mindsets. Dweck believes that we can encourage students to develop 
either growth mindsets or fixed mindsets. 

A growth mindset is one where we believe that our “intelligence or 
personality is something you can develop”; a fixed mindset is one where we 
believe they are a “fixed, deep-seated trait” (Dweck, 2006, p. 4). Thus, seeing 
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learning as an ongoing process and not a series of judgments by a teacher is 
crucial to both future success and self-esteem. It is also not a coincidence 
that teachers with a growth mindset are more effective because they “set high 
standards for all their students, not just the ones who are already achieving” 
(p. 200). They teach their students to “love learning. To eventually learn and 
think for themselves. And to work hard on the fundamentals” (p. 202).

It’s interesting to note that the fixed mindset is also a mindset most fre-
quently associated with high school dropouts, who are less likely to believe 
they have control of their destinies than their graduating counterparts.

Drive
Student engagement in learning is another important factor to con-

sider. Returning to Pink’s Drive, he observes, for example, that a website like 
Wikipedia has required thousands of hours of volunteer effort that is not 
explained by traditional economics because the majority of the work has been 
done for free by an army of dedicated volunteers. Basic economic theory can’t 
explain projects like Wikipedia because it’s not clear what the tangible gain 
is for the participants. After extensive research, he concludes that the three 
factors that motivate people (beyond basic biological and economic need) are 
the following: 

• Autonomy (the ability to have control over what one is doing), 
• Mastery (the enjoyment that comes from doing something that we are 

good at), and
• Purpose (the ability to find intrinsic value in what we do) (Pink, 2009).

Again, these factors tend to be in short supply in a traditional classroom 
that mostly relies on the external reward of grades.

Whose School Is It?
Two important questions are the extent to which students have input into 

their schools and their education, and what they are fundamentally looking 
for from their school. Returning to Wagner’s work, he states:

The overwhelming majority of students today want learning to be 
active, not passive. They want to be challenged to think and to solve 
problems that do not have easy solutions. They want to know why 
they are being asked to learn something. They want learning to be an 
end itself—rather than a means to the end of boosting test scores or a 
stepping stone to the next stage of life. They want more opportunities 
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for creativity and self-expression. Finally, they want adults to relate 
to them on a more equal level. (Wagner, 2008, pp. 199–200)

This is a marked departure from the goals of the adults who created our tra-
ditional system.

This lack of student agency is further reflected in the writings of Adam 
Fletcher (2015), working from the work of Roger Hart for UNICEF, who cre-
ated a ladder of student participation in school. In many instances, students 
are given token levels of participation in school leadership rather than genuine 
input. In his Ladder of Student Involvement in Figure 1.1, the highest rungs 
involve children making decisions and acting as real partners with adults. 

FIGURE 1.1

Ladder of Student Involvement

Source: From Meaningful School Involvement: Guide to Students as Partners in School Change, by A. 
Fletcher, p. 7. Copyright 2015 by Adam Fletcher. Reprinted with permission.
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The concept is both interesting and provocative because, like the skills 
proposed by Wagner and the sources of motivation provided by Pink, what 
Fletcher is proposing looks starkly different from a traditional school struc-
ture. So how do we begin to create a context in schools where students are 
active participants, motivated, and learning the skills they need for a con-
stantly evolving world? 

Uniting in a Cohesive Vision: Six Steps  
to Foster Real-World Learning
What emerges from all of these challenges is the need for a school system that 
intentionally places students at the center, not in a cursory way but in a way in 
which students have the opportunity to genuinely learn and practice the skills 
they will need to be successful; be energized to do so through the motivation 
of autonomy, mastery, and purpose; have the voice and authority in the school 
to make all of this happen; and develop a mindset that they can continue to 
grow, both inside and outside school, into lifelong learners.

What’s energizing about this vision is a recognition that real improvement 
does not require complicated theoretical approaches or copious resources. 
Every single school has the resources required—they just need to start really 
listening to their students and letting them take the lead.

Before we jump in, it’s worth pointing out two important things about 
the steps and their relationship to each other. First, the steps (see Figure 1.2) 
are open-ended, in part because the specifics of a teaching assignment can 
look quite different. The job of a grade 1 classroom teacher, for example, looks 
quite different from that of a senior high school computer teacher. This also 
means that the use of the steps and strategies—how often they are used and 
how they are used—is going to shift depending on the developmental stage of 
the students. Having said that, all the steps and strategies are useful through-
out the range of student education experience, even if they grow and change 
as students get older. What they look like in your classroom depends on you, 
your students, and your context. 

The steps are broad enough that it is possible to start with one or two and 
to begin to experiment with them in limited ways in your classroom, and there 
are suggestions on how to do so in each chapter. It is neither necessary nor 
advisable to throw out everything you are doing in order to begin to play with 
these ideas. I’ve identified beginner steps and more advanced steps to help 
you figure out where to start.
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FIGURE 1.2 

Six Steps to Foster Real-World Learning

Step The Big Ideas Activation Questions

1. Make Meaning Central to 
Student Work

Start with meaning.

Provide the opportunity and 
motivation to lead.

Make learning a challenge.

Connect student learning to 
the real world.

Use backward design to get 
to where you want to go.

To what extent do your 
students find the day-to-
day work they do in school 
meaningful?

How frequently do your stu-
dents want to continue with 
their learning even after the 
bell has rung?

As a teacher, how would you 
measure the level of engage-
ment of all the students in 
your class?

2. Contextualize the Curric-
ulum

View the curriculum as a 
tool.

Make the why explicit.

Be flexible.

Do you see the curriculum as 
a checklist or a toolbox?

How often do you refer to 
“covering” the curriculum?

When your students ask you, 
“Why are we learning this?” 
how satisfactory a response 
are you able to give them?

3. Create Space to Learn Make room for active  
learners.

Create space to fail.

Change the environment to 
change the learner.

Resource student work 
appropriately.

Model lifelong learning.

How much of your school 
day is driven by student 
interest and initiative?

To what extent do you use 
choice, and accept student 
suggestions, as a part of your 
teaching practice?

How are you honoring the 
learning that students are 
doing outside school in  
the classroom?

What are you doing to 
ensure that students can see 
themselves reflected in your 
classroom?
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Step The Big Ideas Activation Questions

4. Connect Student Work to 
the Community

Form community partner-
ships.

Give students an audience.

Recognize the social nature 
of learning.

Embrace competition.

Take students into the com-
munity.

How many community 
partners are you currently 
working with?

To what extent are you taking 
advantage of the resources 
located in your neighbor-
hood to enhance student 
learning?

How frequently do you take 
students into the community 
or bring the community into 
the classroom?

5. Follow the (Student) 
Leaders

Remember that students are 
constantly learning.

Default to yes.

Avoid riding to the rescue.

Involve students in curricular 
decisions.

Embrace your changing role.

How much of the instruc-
tional time in your class is 
directed by students’ initia-
tive?

When giving students a 
task, how much time will 
you leave them to struggle 
with a problem before you 
intervene?

To what extent are your 
students aware of the 
curriculum and involved in 
discussions about how best 
to show their learning?

6. Reenvision Feedback and 
Evaluation

Start with meaning.

Co-create assessment criteria 
and learning goals.

Provide more feedback and 
less evaluation.

Enjoy grading.

How frequently do you 
provide students formative 
feedback as opposed to eval-
uations of their work?

What evidence do you have 
that students are clearly learn-
ing and improving through 
the feedback and evaluation 
you are providing?

How much time do you 
spend grading at home 
versus conferencing with stu-
dents during class time?
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All that’s required is an open mind, a willingness to experiment, and a 
belief that school can be better.
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