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“LEARNING IS NOT  
A SYNONYM FOR 
SCHOOL.” 

What motivates you as a teacher? Maybe you are 
inspired by students that are creatively driven by the 
world around them. Or, you enjoy sharing your 
content in new and exciting ways. Examine how 
other educators are changing their classrooms to 
push the limits of student learning. Many of them are 
creating more authentic experiences by letting go of 
the constraints of a traditional education. 

Time and space, through classroom organization 
and the management of content, has dictated much 
of school for the past 130 years. In other words, 
educators have outlined what needs to be learned, 
the means of instruction, and how long it will take. 
For change to happen, you need to embrace the 
realities that traditional learning is outdated. 

We are limited by the amount of time allotted in our 
daily, weekly, and semester schedules. And in most 
instances, learning is limited to a desk or computer 
screen (place). Students don't typically have the 
space to explore topics of interest because teachers 
are required to squeeze in the content. This requires 
a rapid pace of instruction in lieu of a more honest 
learning process. Any combination of these factors 
prevents genuine change in our classrooms.  

Educational Reforms
Technology, paired with the demand for educational 
reform, has powered many of the recent changes in 
instruction. In this lesson, both of these realities 
shape the need for innovative learning in the 
classroom. More importantly, there is a distinct 
difference between personalized and customized 
learning. 

Personalized learning allows teachers to push 
specific content to students as objectives are met. 
Emphasis is placed on the pace of acquisition and 
completing tasks. Though students still have access 
to relevant content and materials, student learning is 
predicated on the accomplishment of teacher-
directed assignments. 

The customization of learning empowers students, 
with the aid of their teachers, to select appropriate 
materials and meet objectives through a variety of 
options including projects, activities, and self-
developed paths. It allows for students to traverse 
content according to their interests while maintaining 
accountability. In the end, students employ deeper 
methods of thinking built on interests and passions 
rather than structured content.  

As educators, it’s easy to feel overwhelmed with 
building a direction for your classroom. Often we feel 
that we have to change everything at once. Or, that 
you have to do it alone. Just as learning is a 
process, so is building an environment that’s 
conducive to original thinking. Find elements that 
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surround yourself with other teachers who share your 
vision. How can you reshape the learning to suit your 
students' interests and build a classroom that puts 
thinking and process first? 

Exercises to Build Your Vision:
Below are several exercises to help find your 
learning vision. Select the one(s) that seem to help 
uncover your direction. 

Use relevant hashtags across a multitude of social 
media apps to uncover teachers who are pushing 
education, and your content area, in different 
directions. Some example might be #PBL, 
#DesignThinking, or #MasterBased. Can you identify 
common elements of their classroom? How are they 
letting go of the traditional norms to strengthen 
student thinking? How does their work inspire you? 
Reflect on these elements and how they align with 
your vision of learning.  
··· 
Explore how independent creatives in your 
community built their body of work. Whether it's a 
local photographer or a webpage designer, figure 
out their story to help understand how they took their 
passion and transformed it into a reality. How do they 
tackle their priorities, manage their time, or learn new 
things in their field? Even if these experts don’t relate 
to your field, you can begin to build a profile of life 
and learning outside of education. How might these 
elements translate to your classroom? Write a list of 
ways you can integrate these realities into student 
work.

··· 
Reflect on your personal passions and interests. 
Where do you go to find more information or practice 
your hobby? How do you interact with a broader 
community within your interest? Examine how your 
personal pursuits might translate to the classroom. 
What elements from your own process would work to 
shape the vision for learning?  
··· 
How might integrating new content change your 
approach to teaching and learning? Or, what if you 
allowed students to replace a topic or two within a 
unit? Think how a shift in focus could alter a 
student's perception on your content area. 
Remember — you don’t have to actually teach these 
lessons or share your ideas! And, it's not a critique 
on your instruction. This is simply part of the creative 
process to help you more clearly define your vision. 
··· 
Imagine what school would look like if you taught 
with other teachers in your building or district. What 
if social studies was paired with gym? Or science 
with art? What if students were granted time to build 
community-focused projects? Building a vision 
begins with seeing things differently. Tinkering with 
these ideas — by yourself or in conversation — will 
build a capacity for change. 
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