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REPORT 11  

Learning Design for Broader, Deeper Competencies 

 

Introduction  

The previous Parts A and B of this series have explored “Adolescence in an Age of Accelerations” and, as 

a result, the need for “Broader, Deeper Competencies for Student Success.” Those 10 reports address the 

Why and the What of student success. Part C, 

comprised of this report and Report 12, 

addresses the final two questions in the 

MyWays Through-line: the interrelated How of 

learning design and How of assessment design. 

In this context, Halpern’s quote is particularly 

useful if we convert it to a series of questions: 

How do we create experiences that actualize 

new cognitive, social, and navigational skills? 

How do we foster curiosity, persistence, and 

competence? How do we nurture the will to 

learn and the desire and courage to invest in 

future learning? 

 

The challenges the nation faces in preparing our students for a rapidly changing and unpredictable future 

are not to be underestimated; however, it is also true that our understanding of learning science and 

adolescent development has never been keener. There is growing consensus for learning experiences that 

address the whole person, that engage deeper understanding, that prepare learners to ask new questions 

and seek new types of answers, and that ultimately support learners in their self-development and their 

ability to continue learning throughout their lives. 

 

The MyWays Project has also suggested two key parameters relating to learning design for broader, 

deeper competencies. First, competencies build over time, so starting early (in developmentally 

appropriate ways) is vital. The life-defining decisions that young people make in the wayfinding years 

immediately following high school require different forms of experience, agency, and responsibility than 

traditional learning design engenders. Second, there is no substitute for real world immersion and 

authentic learning. Most of the competencies in the MyWays Student Success Framework require an 

Young people need experiences that actualize new cognitive and social skills, that foster 
curiosity, persistence, and competence; that nurture the will to learn and the desire and 
the courage to invest in future learning experiences. They need learning settings that 

are demanding yet also responsive to developmental needs and differences… and they 
need experiences that provide opportunities to contribute — to a discipline, cause, 
community, or traditional or emergent cultural endeavor.  

—Robert Halpern1  

The MyWays Through-line 

 

WHY the urgency to change? What are the real-world 
conditions that our students will need to address? 

 

WHAT does success look like for students in a world of 
accelerating change? What competencies promote a 
broader, deeper definition of success? 

 

HOW can our learning experience design help 
students develop the broader, deeper competencies? 
 

 

HOW do we gauge student progress in developing 
these competencies? How can we measure our school’s 
success beyond proficiency in math and ELA to embrace 
whole child development? 
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integration of higher thinking skills and real-world abilities. Both these themes are explored in this report, 

which focuses on three key learning design constructs that we believe are essential to next generation 

learning: Whole Learning, Wider Learning Ecosystem, and Levers for Capability and Agency. 

 

These themes are not isolated “good ideas” — they emerge directly from the MyWays research on the 

accelerating world in which we live, and the kinds of competencies our students need to thrive in it. As a 

quick review for readers who have previously read reports from Parts A and B, and for those other readers 

who are starting here in 

Part C, we provide two 

overview graphics to 

summarize our analysis.  

The first features the 5-5-5 

Realities, 15 key factors 

and trends that students 

will confront. For more on 

the implications of these 

challenges, and on the 

nature of adolescent 

development in today’s 

world, see the Part A reports. 

 

The second graphic summarizes the synthesis the MyWays team created of 20 student competencies 

needed for success in learning, work, and life, clustered into four domains in ways that elevate the 

agency-driven, agile, and navigational aspects of the broader, deeper competencies. For more on the 

nature of the domains and key principles for addressing them, see the Part B reports.  
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Part C, we deal with learning design and assessment design. While we devote one report to exploring 

each of these two aspects of learning experiences, they can and should not be separated in practice. In 

particular, MyWays’ adherence to the idea of assessment as and for learning means that Report 12 is in 

many ways an extension of the current report, and we urge you to look at the two together. 
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In this report, we provide an overview of the design of learning for broader, deeper competencies by 

presenting the following: 

 A brief snapshot of efforts to reimagine learning through learner-centered paradigms  

 An exploration of the growing importance of authenticity, as illustrated through the MyWays 

Field of Learning (our “ballfield” graphic) 

 An introduction to three MyWays learning design constructs that support authenticity: 

1. Whole Learning through junior versions 

2. Impacts and opportunities of the Wider Learning Ecosystem 

3. Levers for Capability and Agency to help students develop the MyWays competencies 

 A quick resource dive for broader, deeper learning that includes  

o Starter resources  

o Three simple MyWays evaluation tools and a case study for how to use them 

o A guide to sources for competency-related deeper implementation tools, such as rubrics 

and learning progressions 

 

The learner-centered design landscape 

If our analysis of the age of accelerations, the uncertain work/learn landscape, and the essentials in 

building social capital has taught us anything, it is that we must reimagine students’ experience of 

“school.” Similarly, if the richer and more agile competencies that learners need to succeed personally 

and help society thrive drive us to a particular focus for learning, it is toward a learner-centered paradigm. 

 

A range of genuinely inspiring work in this vein is being supported nationwide by education innovators 

both longstanding (Montessori organizations, the Coalition for Essential Schools, the New York 

Performance Assessment Consortium) and new (Next Generation Learning Challenges [NGLC], the 

Hewlett Deeper Learning Network, Digital Promise, EdLeader21, NewSchools Venture Fund, High Tech 

High, and XQ SuperSchools). However, transforming learning to the extent required for the 5-5-5 

Realities — and in ways that will reach all learners — is a substantial undertaking. Education 

Reimagined, an initiative of the national nonprofit Convergence, brought together a group of “28 

influential and diverse education leaders, thinkers, and innovators for a... dialogue process” to tackle this 

crucial challenge, “uniting those with divergent views to reimagine learning.” The resulting document, A 

transformational vision for education in the US, is “designed to catalyze a new national conversation 

about education transformation and to become a rallying point for a network of pioneers.... It puts forward 

a vision for the future of learning but does not provide a one-size-fits-all answer for how to get there,” and 

is intended to spark “conversations about how this vision could manifest itself in the diversity of 

communities across the country.”2 

 

This new vision for learning is highly aligned with MyWays’ focus on learner agency and with the four 

MyWays competency domains. The latter is hardly surprising, as Education Reimagined endorsed the 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions domains of the Council of Chief State School Officers’ competency 

framework (one of the many consulted in developing MyWays; see the competency framework alignment 

http://public-montessori.org/
http://essentialschools.org/
http://performanceassessment.org/
http://performanceassessment.org/
http://nextgenlearning.org/
http://deeperlearning4all.org/enabling-deeper-learning-in-schools/
http://www.digitalpromise.org/
http://edleader21.com/
http://www.newschools.org/
https://www.hightechhigh.org/
https://www.hightechhigh.org/
http://xqsuperschool.org/
http://www.convergencepolicy.org/
https://education-reimagined.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/A-Transformational-Vision-for-Education-in-the-US-2015-09.pdf
https://education-reimagined.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/A-Transformational-Vision-for-Education-in-the-US-2015-09.pdf
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chart on page 6 of the Introduction and Overview of the MyWays Student Success Series).  To ensure 

development in these domains for all learners, Education Reimagined envisions learning experiences 

characterized by the five interrelated elements illustrated in the following graphic.  

 

 

Education Reimagined is careful to assert that these five elements “are not meant to serve as a blueprint 

for a rigid model to be implemented everywhere. Instead, they serve as a ‘North Star’ to guide innovation. 

They do not create a single roadmap that can be followed the same way in every learning community. 

Realizing new designs will be an iterative process....”3 

 

We strongly support this inclination to value diverse, user-driven approaches rather than to provide 

prescriptions, and to account for local context and different perspectives; indeed, as we discuss in the 

Introduction and Overview and in Report 6, we follow the same approach in the MyWays Project. 

Education Reimagined’s distillation curates and integrates current efforts in learner-centered 

learning design, providing a useful context for situating our deeper dive into learning design for 

broader, deeper competencies. The organization’s work combines two of the more prominent streams of 

next generation learning (competency-based education and personalized learning) with three design 

characteristics that we view as essential to addressing the challenges our learners face now and in the 

future (opportunities for learner agency, a rich social embeddedness, and the authenticity that comes from 

opening walls to the Wider Learning Ecosystem).  

 

While the number of future-ready learning frameworks increases annually,4 some live at a more granular 

level of learning design; we examine a few of those in the section, below, on Whole Learning. The 

broader frameworks share many elements, while also contributing valuable additional perspectives based 

on their origin and the purposes they serve.  

 

A comparison of NGLC’s Student Perspective of Next Generation Learning with Education Reimagined’s 

Learner-centered Design Framework and LEAP Innovation’s Personalized Learning Framework 

illustrates the scope of attributes being addressed, as well as a broad convergence around some elements 

(see the box below). 
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  Comparison of Learner-Centric Design Frameworks 

        * R = repeated in two or more cells 
 

Ed Reimagined 

Learner-centered 

Next Generation Learning Challenges 

Next gen learning – the student perspective 

LEAP Innovations 

Personalized learning  

 

Competency-based  Organized around my own progress against 
goals I understand 

 Constantly informed by different ways of 
demonstrating and measuring my progress 

 Challenging but achievable, with opportunities 
to become expert in an area of interest (R)* 

Learner demonstrated 

Personalized, relevant, 

and contextualized 

 Personalized to the ways I learn best  

 Flexible so that I can try different ways to learn 

 Interactive and engaging so that I participate in 
the learning 

 Relevant to the life I’d like to lead (R) 

 Agile and supportive when I need extra help 

 Challenging but achievable, with opportunities 
to become expert in an area of interest (R) 

Learner focused 

Learner agency 

 

NGLC does not highlight agency as a single 
competency, as it maintains that students need to 
develop agency and capability across all 
competencies. As the following illustrate, agency is 
embedded in all NGLC competencies: 

 Organized around my own progress against 
goals I understand (R) 

 Challenging but achievable, with opportunities 
to become expert in an area of interest (R) 

 Relevant to the life I’d like to lead (R) 

Learner led 

Socially embedded  Collaborative with teachers and peers, 
unlimited by proximity (R) 

 

 

Learner connected Open walled  Collaborative with teachers and peers, 
unlimited by proximity (R) 

 Relevant to the life I’d like to lead (R) 

 Challenging but achievable, with opportunities 
to become expert in an area of interest (R) 

(No equity equivalent)  Available to me as much as it is to every other 
student (R) 

(No equity equivalent) 

 

http://education-reimagined.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Education-Reimagined-A-Practicioners-Lexicon_download.pdf
http://nextgenlearning.org/topics/next-gen-learning
http://leaplearningframework.org/
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Clearly, the three frameworks have substantial overlap and synergy. Some differences in content and 

formulation can be attributed to the context in which they were created, the organizations involved, and 

the purpose for which they were created. Education Reimagined’s broad, systems-level learning 

framework arose, as described above, from a consensus exercise among stakeholders from many 

different types of organizations — from teacher unions to right-of-center funders — and was intended to 

spark further discussion and collaborative action. Several years before the other two frameworks were 

created, NGLC intentionally set out to provide a list of attributes of next generation learning from the 

student perspective, drawing on learner experiences within its network of early innovator grantees. One 

of NGLC’s Regional Funds for Breakthrough Schools partners is LEAP Innovations, a Chicago-based 

connector and learning innovation incubator that also leads the Learning Assembly, a national community 

of practice. While the LEAP framework’s top level (included in the table) broadly matches the others, 

LEAP has also built out next-level indicators, strategies, and examples to help translate what its 

personalized learning attributes look like in practice. For additional information on these and other 

implementation tools, see the resources box at the end of this report. 

 

Activating learning for broader, deeper competencies 

As our brief scan of learner-centric design frameworks illustrates, there is already some excellent thinking 

and innovative practice in the design of learning experiences to help students prepare for their (and our) 

future. Building upon this work, rather than attempting to replicate it across the board, this report focuses 

on three specific elements of learning design that we identified as essential given our research on the 5-5-

5 Realities (Part A, Reports 2–4), on preparing adolescents to become apprentice-adults (Part A, Report 5) 

and on the resulting competencies students need to address these challenges (Part B). When we pared it 

all down, we found that the essential design elements all relate in some way to the idea of authenticity. 

We therefore start with this concept, using a visual thinking tool we call the MyWays Field of Learning. 

 

Extending the Field of Learning 

Recall Halpern’s description at the start of this report notes that students need experiences that “actualize 

new cognitive and social skills; that foster curiosity, persistence, and competence... and that provide 

opportunities to contribute — to a discipline, cause, community, or traditional or emergent cultural 

endeavor.” In particular, a substantial majority of the competencies identified in the MyWays Student 

Success Framework require an integrated combination of thinking skills and real-world abilities. Not 

surprisingly, especially in the domains of Creative Know How and Wayfinding Abilities, “textbook 

learning” is insufficient. Further, brain science has confirmed that students also learn Content Knowledge 

more durably and transferably through authentic learning activities, while Habits of Success can be 

developed only in complex, socially situated experiences that require or enable learner agency. 

 

The MyWays Field of Learning (below) is a useful visual device for envisioning learning activities in 

terms of the thinking skills and real-life abilities they engender. For example, High Tech High’s Mayan 

Community Project, discussed later in this report and analyzed at depth in a MyWays Toolkit worked 

case study, is at the high end of the thinking skills axis and spans both simulated and bounded authentic 

https://learningassembly.org/
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settings. Later, we will compare this project to learning experiences on a variety of locations on the field. 

But first, let’s focus on the field itself. 

 

The left axis progression will be familiar to many, but it is worth spending a little time to understand the 

progression in authenticity represented by the values on the right.  
 

 

 

Now that you are familiar with the field itself, let’s look at two versions that illustrate the shift in 

learning required by the move to a new, broader definition of student success. The first graphic 

Bloom’s Thinking Skills 
 

The left-field axis uses Bloom’s taxonomy* to 
key a familiar progression of thinking skills. 
While the taxonomy is not technically a 
hierarchy, in our usage here, the skills are 
cumulative as one moves out the axis: Applying, 
for example, includes Remembering and 
Understanding, while Creating includes all five of 
the “earlier” skills. 
 

*Webb’s Depth of Knowledge would also work 
here, but we judged Bloom’s to be more broadly 
known and thus more suited to this purpose. 

Real-World Abilities 
 

The right-field axis indicates growing 
competence as the authenticity of the setting 
increases.  
 

For example, a particular middle schooler 
might be competent in Self-Direction or 
Communication & Collaboration within 
“simulated authentic” settings (such as those 
within school), but not in “complex authentic” 
settings in the adult world.  
 

This progression also allows specific learning 
activities to be plotted by degree of 
authenticity. 
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that follows maps the common student experience in traditionally-designed public schools, while 

the second shows a broader, deeper experience that occupies much more of the field. 

 

 

This first mapping represents the traditional student experience: lots of transmission-based instruction in 

the classroom, some labs and research projects focused on higher-order thinking skills, a smattering of 

more authentic extracurricular activities, and, in some cases, simple minimum-wage afterschool or 

weekend work with little training.  

 

Notice how closely most traditional learning, being transmission-based, hugs the left axis. This approach 

has dominated school learning, despite the fact that learning science and human development research 

show that experience-based, student-driven learning in more complex, authentic situations is more 

durable and transferable.  

 

To develop broader, deeper competencies attuned to today’s real-world challenges, we need to rebalance 

the learning field by incorporating more learning that leaves the left-field line and expands into the rest of 

the field, as illustrated in the next iteration, below. 
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This second field shows an extended and rebalanced mix of learning experiences, with significant 

additions further out the right axis in the situated learning zone. In this zone, higher-order thinking skills 

are engaged within real-world settings that are either bounded (within a controlled setting or one with 

some constant variables) or complex (unbounded).  

 

Situated learning5 broadly describes many learning approaches that 

are embedded in activity, context, and culture. In these approaches, 

knowledge is presented in situations that typically use that 

knowledge, and social interaction and collaboration are essential, 

with novices learning from those with more expertise until they 

eventually become experts themselves. These ingredients are all 

essential for developing the MyWays Student Success Framework 

competencies.  

 

We further analyze some of the situated learning models below. 

Our set of Field of Learning slides is also freely available, and includes an empty grid on which you can 

plot your own set of learning experiences. 

 

 

Knowledge is presented in 

situations that typically use 

that knowledge, and social 

interaction and collaboration 

are essential, with novices 

learning from those with 

more expertise. 
 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/6f54lcxrfojz4k2/MyWays%20field%20of%20learning%20slides%2020151027v1-0.pptx?dl=0
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Three constructs to help activate the broader, deeper Field of Learning 

To understand more deeply the fundamental changes required to embrace expanded competencies, we 

offer three key constructs that can be particularly helpful to those committed to including greater 

authenticity in their students’ day-to-day learning experiences. Because these concepts are interrelated, 

we start with a brief preview of all three, as fully describing any one of them requires reference to the 

others.  

 

1. Whole Learning, through junior versions (seven principles) 

As we analyzed how design for learning can most effectively support students’ attainment of the 

richer, deeper definition of success, we were consistently brought back to one foundational 

concept: the creation of learning experiences that “honor the whole.” That is, learning 

experiences that, by their holistic nature, are authentic enough to engage learner curiosity, 

purposeful enough to contribute to the development of learner identity, and complex enough to 

require the kind of adaptable skills that are needed in a global and accelerating world. To explore 

this key design parameter, we draw on David Perkins’ principles for learning by wholes, and his 

guidance on how to do this through “junior versions.”6 

 

2. Wider Learning Ecosystem (five experience zones and a support infrastructure) 

One of the most striking implications of our exploration of the broader, deeper competencies 

required for a complex future is the realization that it is difficult, if not impossible, to help 

learners develop them without going outside the school walls. In the same way, holistic, authentic 

learning often occurs more readily in the varied and complex experiences available in the “real 

world.” The benefits of this kind of learning are extensive, as it enables students to practice and 

develop competencies in the world in which they will live and work — making connections to 

mentors and brokers, and developing identity, agency, and social capital. We explore wider 

ecosystem experiences across five zones: school-based extracurriculars, college-based learning, 

career-related learning, community-mediated learning, and every day formal and informal 

learning.  

 

3. Levers for Capability and Agency (eight levers for learning) 

As we describe in the Introduction and Overview of the MyWays Student Success Series, the 

MyWays idea of competency encompasses both capability and agency. We highlight here a set of 

eight “learning levers” that brain science and learning research indicate are effective in 

developing these two aspects across all competencies. The levers to enhance and develop 

capability (defined as “knowledge and the understanding to use it in real-life situations”) include: 

durable retrieval, desirable difficulties, cognitive apprenticeship, and authentic success. The 

levers to enhance and develop agency (defined as “a deep and durable self, acting to shape one’s 

development and environment”) include: scaffolded self-management, supported self-reflection, 

adult-world immersion, and maker empowerment. We introduce these eight levers in the last 

section of this report. 
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LEARNING DESIGN CONSTRUCT 1:  Whole Learning, through junior versions 

 

“I’m struck by how visions of meaningful education seem to speak to three basic agendas: 

enlightenment, empowerment, and responsibility.” 

—David Perkins7 

 

While developing MyWays, we were heartened to encounter a growing array of learning approaches and 

models highly relevant to the kind of teaching, learning, and assessing essential to meaningfully address 

the broader and deeper life competencies that MyWays promotes. Among the many approaches that 

provided insights on and pathways to the development of the MyWays richer competencies are Robert 

Halpern’s youth development-informed principles; Big Picture Learning’s Leaving to Learn; High Tech 

High’s personalization and adult-world connections; the Buck Institute’s project-based learning (PBL) 

Gold Standard and High Quality PBL initiative; Linked Learning’s Behaviors of Learning and Teaching; 

Digital Promise’s challenge-based learning and maker learning; and NGLC’s school-design grantees. 

 

All of these approaches, at their best, are grounded in more authentic, holistic, and purpose-driven 

learning that engages whole person competencies. However, each also has its own aims, context, 

approach, and strengths. In addition, each of these learning approaches is practiced in ways that foster the 

broader, deeper learning competencies — and also, in other places, is implemented in ways that are 

highly unlikely to prepare learners for the 5-5-5 Realities. They may fail, for instance, to enable student 

agency and the development of Habits of Success, to engage creativity and other Creative Know How 

competencies, or to develop the adaptability and Wayfinding Abilities that today’s learners need to thrive 

in a disorderly world. 

 

We had begun highlighting design elements that we felt were essential for 

the kind of experiential learning needed to develop the broader and deeper 

outcomes that MyWays embodies when we were delighted to discover 

David Perkins’ principles for Making Learning Whole. His identified 

outcomes — “enlightenment, empowerment, and responsibility”8 certainly 

fit with the self-reflective, agency-oriented, and socially situated 

competencies explored in Part B. His principles also address the most vital 

implications of advances in learning and developmental science. Perkins, 

of Harvard’s Project Zero, draws on his previous work in teaching for 

understanding and other foundations familiar to next generation educators; 

this connects his work to our other key learning constructs as well: Wider 

Learning Ecosystem and Levers for Capability and Agency.  

 

http://www.heinemann.com/products/e04604.aspx
https://www.bie.org/object/document/gold_standard_pbl_essential_project_design_elements
https://www.hqpbl.org/
https://casn.berkeley.edu/resource_files/behaviors_of_learning_and_teaching_continuum_v6_0611201414-08-13-01-00-34..pdf
http://cbl.digitalpromise.org/
http://digitalpromise.org/initiative/maker-learning/
http://nextgenlearning.org/grant_recipients
http://www.amazon.com/Making-Learning-Whole-Principles-Transform/dp/0470633719
http://www.pz.harvard.edu/
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Perkins’ principles not only matched our emerging design parameters, they also reflected and extended 

many of the elements of the next generation approaches mentioned above. Thus, in our view, his 

principles extend MyWays’ “rosetta stone” functionality from competency definition to learning design 

(see a crosswalk of selected models below). 

 

Whole Learning... 

Perhaps most crucially, Perkins’ central message of learning by wholes is perfectly aligned with the fact 

that most of the competencies needed to address the 5-5-5 Realities require the integrated combination of 

thinking skills and real-world abilities displayed in the authentic, applied, and relevant experiential (or 

“situated”) learning zone of the MyWays Field of Learning — that is, Whole Learning experiences that 

involve real working, playing, and co-creating. And we embrace his insistence that, while educators 

need to design learning with detailed forethought and care (more on this below), students’ experience of 

learning should be largely holistic and purposeful, and full of organic self-discovery. 

 

Perkins points out that learning most meaningful real-world activities, complex career tasks, demanding 

arts performances, or challenging sports requires more than, on one hand, learning “about” the activity or, 

on the other hand, developing skills in isolated elements of the activity. Instead, deep and engaged 

learning requires understanding how the whole thing works, actively engaging in the different elements 

of the activity, experiencing what works and what doesn’t, and completing and delivering an authentic 

product to a real audience. As Perkins asserts, “the natural engaged purposefulness of such occasions is 

what learning by wholes aims to capture.”9 

 

… through “junior versions” 

Because “Whole Learning” (such as 

doing scientific research, making a 

commercial, running a community 

organization, playing tennis, composing 

a song, or making and keeping friends) 

is complex, Perkins introduces the 

concept of a junior version — that is, 

an accessible experience that is 

scaffolded in developmentally 

appropriate ways, while still keeping 

the essence of “the whole,” with all the 

purpose, motivation, and complexity 

that that entails. Think of the 

relationship between a science fair 

project and a real project at your local 

biotech company; between a high 

school play or community stage 

 “[P]articipants in a musical theater production have the opportunity to 
experience the process from soup to nuts: the initial line reading, the 
blocking, the development of the set design, the back-and-forth between 
directors and actors, and, ultimately, the integration of these elements in a 
final performance.”  
 

“The ‘periphery’ of schools was often more vital than the core... 
extracurriculars like dance, theater, sports, newspapers, and more that were 
full of student passion and apprenticeship-style learning... [T]hese spaces 
are not only more fun and engaging, but they also offered better platforms 
for learning.” 

—Jal Mehta10 
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production and a professional show; between shooting a student film and a TV documentary; or between 

T-ball or Little League and the game of baseball. 

 

Junior versions, we believe, play a vital role in the 

design of learning to address the breadth and depth 

of the MyWays competencies, in ways that also 

promote agency and capability. After presenting the 

Whole Learning principles in more detail, we will 

return to junior versions to consider which design 

characteristics make them work as meaningful and 

motivating versions of Whole Learning.  

 

For now, it is worth noting that these characteristics 

can be woven not only into extracurriculars, but also 

into service-based and work-based learning — as 

well as into high-quality classroom-based PBL, 

which perhaps presents the greatest challenge. In 

school settings, and particularly in core curriculum 

areas, the environment for Whole Learning, use of 

the Wider Learning Ecosystem, and development of 

Levers for Capability and Agency (all of which are 

critical to designing powerful learning that addresses 

the richer competency goal-line) is often challenged 

by existing culture, structures, and accountabilities. 

That is why, of all the vital aspects required to 

redesign learning for the world in which our students 

will live, MyWays highlights these three concepts, starting with the central concept of learning by wholes.  

 

The seven principles of Whole Learning: 
honoring the whole while embracing the (hard) parts 

 As the center of the honeycomb below shows, Perkins’ first principle — learn by wholes through junior 

versions — encapsulates the full model. The other six principles provide essential parameters and criteria 

that, together with the first principle, create a conceptual tool for understanding and evaluating learning 

design that enables and promotes the broader, deeper life competencies represented in the MyWays 

Student Success Framework.  

 

Note: we have adapted the wording of Perkins’ principles slightly, moving away from his strong “game” 

metaphor — Perkins uses the term “whole game learning” — to a set of wordings that more directly 

express educational principles and practices; our goal in doing this was to avoid the need for additional 

translation from principles to implementation. Perkins himself suggests this as an option in his book.12 

 

“Put it this way: When I was playing [Little League] 
I wasn’t playing full-scale, four bases, nine innings.  

But I was playing a perfectly suitable junior version 
of the game. A junior version was just right for my 
size and stamina and the number of kids in the 
neighborhood. 

But when I was studying those shards 
of math and history, I wasn’t playing 
a junior version of anything. 

It was kind of like batting practice  
without knowing the whole game.  
Why would anyone want to do that?” 

—David Perkins11 
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The seven principles of Whole Learning 
Learning by Wholes through junior versions 

 #1 Learn by wholes through junior versions 
Engage in learning experiences that capture entire  
cycles of creation or performance, and provide junior 
versions of real-world complexities and ambiguities 

#2 Make the learning worthwhile 
Choose learning that motivates because it addresses 
significant questions, produces meaningful products, and 
harnesses personal connection, choice, and creativity 

#3 Work on the hard parts 
Develop durable skills and competencies through 
deliberate (brain-science-informed) practice, actionable 
feedback, and reflection on content and process  

#4 Learn in a variety of settings & ways 

Include many diverse learning experiences, developing 
key bridges for transfer, including the making of mental 
models and exposure to a variety of cues and contexts 

#5 Uncover the hidden rules & norms 
Get below the surface of learning by discovering the 
field’s unwritten rules and norms, why they exist, how 
 to work within them, and when to work around them 

#6 Learn from others & together 
Harness the benefits of learning as a collective and 
socially situated enterprise, ranging from pairing with 
peers to joining real-world communities of practice 

# 7 Learn how to learn 
Students drive their own learning through autonomy, 
choice, self-reflection, and self-management of 
authentic learning opportunities 

 

In this first introduction to all the principles, we urge you to pause to read through each of the brief 

descriptions to the right. While described in seven elements, you will see that these principles also cluster 

into familiar learning design goals: principles 1 and 2 (Learn by wholes and Make the learning 

worthwhile) focus on the big picture of a meaningful, motivating learning experience. Principles 3, 4, and 

5 (Work on the hard parts, Learn in a variety of settings & ways, and Uncover the hidden rules & norms) 

incorporate important specific practices that help address transfer to the real world. (The Levers for 

Capability and Agency, covered in the last section of this report, provide additional guidance here.) 

Principle 6 (Learn from others & together) and Principle 7 (Learn how to learn) bring in the collaborative 

and self-directed learning approaches that have become essential in a world of accelerations. 

 

While our purpose in this section of the report is to explore the Whole Learning principles in a conceptual 

way, it is worth establishing that there are thousands of students learning this way right now in schools 

across the country. The Whole Learning construct aligns well with the learning approaches of many next 

generation learning approaches, as illustrated in the following matrix, which maps the principles against a 

selection of well-known models. Following the matrix, we review the Whole Learning principles and then 

offer an example of how they work in practice using the PBL model.  
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Going deeper with the seven Whole Learning principles 

We have summarized Perkins’ seven principles below, emphasizing the elements most vital to supporting 

richer, future-ready competencies and the agency and adaptability required to survive and thrive in the 

accelerating world we described in Part A.  
 

We encourage you to take the time to read and consider these descriptions; the principles encompass 

approaches and practices that are invaluable in understanding how to foster richer, deeper, more future-

ready learning. Indeed, we highly recommend that you refer to Perkins’ book, Making Learning Whole, 

How Whole Learning Aligns with Selected Next Generation Learning Models 

It is worth reiterating that Whole Learning is a set of principles rather than a model. We use the principles partly because 

they are so useful in highlighting the elements within most of the leading next generation learning models that are 

particularly relevant to student agency, capability, and approaches that engage the full range of broader, deeper student 

competencies. The following matrix illustrates these points.  
 
 

NOTE: This matrix is based on lists of elements, strategies, or principles published by the different models, rather than on an 
exhaustive analysis of each model’s comprehensive set of processes and practices.13 
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which provides chapters on each principle that offer rich background, research, and practice examples. 

Later in this report we illustrate how these principles relate to practice-oriented approaches such as PBL, 

and provide an example Whole Learning in practice, using simple evaluation tools that you can use to 

analyze the learning experiences in your own school or network against these principles.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

#1  Learn by Wholes through junior versions  

The challenge we all face 
Formal learning delivered through traditional practices rarely gives us the chance to see, from the start, the big 

picture of what we are learning (instead of just an element of it), or to play an active role in the learning (rather than 

simply learning about something). These issues contribute to students’ lack of motivation, ability to retain and build 

on what they have learned, and opportunity to develop the agency that is central to developing the broader and 

deeper life competencies. 
 

Key elements 
Provide authentic learning experiences that capture entire cycles of creation, production, or performance, and often 

mirror the complexities and ambiguities of real-world work and life (“the whole”), but are designed and scaled in 

developmentally appropriate ways or simulated with appropriate scaffolding (“junior versions”). Provide the big 

picture, even if you need to start with elements, and engage the learner in student-directed work that requires 

engagement in problem solving, explanation, argument, evidence, strategy, and skill or craft. 
 

Examples   
Some examples here include high-quality project-based, problem-based, inquiry-based, and studio-based learning, 

along with rich simulations, role-playing scenarios, and case-based learning. Other examples are student-led co-

curriculars and extracurriculars, such as theater productions and science and history fairs; structured workplace 

learning such as apprenticeships; “youth-led” boy and girl scout troops; and service learning. The junior version 

should be holistic, as well as incorporate Perkins’ six other principles.  
 

Later, we offer links to a case study that illustrates how one well-documented High Tech High PBL project — 

the Mayan Community Project — incorporates Whole Learning principles, as well as links to a set of simple 

tools to help you plan or evaluate your own junior versions to support broader, deeper competencies. 

#2  Make the learning worthwhile  

The challenge: Lack of engagement 
Students become less and less engaged over their school years because much of the content they are learning does 

not relate to their lives or their future. The learning process also fails to meet students where they are or to increase 

their understanding enough to motivate them intrinsically. 
 

Key elements 
Make learning worthwhile by focusing on content that motivates students because it yields insights into many 

circumstances (through the use of big/essential questions, and understandings of wide scope) and because it applies to 

learners’ lives. This is exactly the kind of content that also enhances transfer (see #4). With regard to the learning 

process, create engaging beginnings and well-paced formative and performance assessments; cultivate confident, 

proactive mindsets; foster energy through individual choice and authentic, meaningful products, performances, or 

outcomes; enable personalization in junior versions so that students can alter the challenge level to best induce flow; 

and harness creativity through storytelling and inquiry. 
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#3  Work on the hard parts  

The challenge: Developing core skills 
Students either avoid the parts of learning that are hard for them, or they spend time working on them in ways that 

brain science has shown us are less than effective for retaining knowledge and developing skills. And feedback fails 

to “stick” unless it is integrated back into the whole. 
 

Key elements 
Embrace areas of difficulty by pursuing regular episodes of deliberate, brain-based practice (spacing out study 

periods, and interleaving or alternating study sessions on different topics) for durable retrieval that feeds back into the 

whole (for more on this, see the “Levers for Capability” section below); use ongoing, actionable, formative peer- and 

self-assessment; provide informative and timely feedback so students can improve and reapply their skills; and create 

learning projects, games, or simulations that incorporate opportunities to practice known areas of difficulty at 

developmentally appropriate levels within holistic, active learning experiences. 

#4  Learn in a variety of settings & ways  

The challenge: Applying skills and knowledge across domains 
The one thing we know about our students is that their future will differ from our reality today in ways we can’t 

foresee, and that it will encompass ongoing change. The issue of learning transfer is thus critical, but research 

confirms that learners often do not transfer learning from one context to another. 
 

Key elements 
Increase the likelihood of successful knowledge and skills transfer in novel circumstances by: focusing on learning 

aimed at big/essential questions and understandings of wide scope; using reflection and abstraction to promote mental 

model-making as a bridge for transfer; and including many diverse applications to increase the likelihood that 

learners will encounter cues and contexts similar to those they will find in the future. Increasing variety can also be as 

simple as partnering a student with a learner of a different age or background to discover different perspectives and 

approaches. 

#5  Uncover the hidden rules & norms  

The challenge: Making sense of it all 
Learning in school, work, and society has significant aspects that are invisible to learners but essential in developing 

expertise and efficacy. This applies within the disciplines of Content Knowledge and the applied skill areas of 

Creative Know How, Habits of Success, and Wayfinding Abilities. So, why not just make the tacit aspects visible as 

strategies and teach them? Because research shows this alone doesn’t work. 
 

Key elements 
Deeper learning in any competency requires students to get below the surface of learning. To progress from novice 

toward experienced practitioner, learners need scaffolding to uncover strategies, understand causality and power, and 

pursue inquiry. Although it helps to make the rules or strategies explicit, real understanding of the hidden rules and 

norms can come only from participating actively, applying strategies, and personally managing this process. 

Basically, you have to participate, make missteps, and iterate. Offering access to “very junior versions” and 

mentoring/modeling by adults and peers, as well as paying attention to both process and product in learning design, 

are particularly relevant here. 
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How to design a junior version 

To reap the benefits of learning by wholes, educators need to be able to structure learning experiences in a 

way that is both practically feasible and supports their students in developmentally appropriate ways. This 

is where the “junior” part of “junior versions” comes in. Perkins provides guidance on designing these 

learning experiences, suggesting that the exercise is part process and part art. We have interpreted and 

organized his suggestions into a single set of design parameters. As we mentioned earlier, creating a 

junior version is like inventing a Little League, lab environment, or Model UN for the full activity — 

transforming a real-life working, creating, or playing experience into a developmentally appropriate 

learning experience as follows: 

 

 

#6  Learn from others & together  

The challenge: Learning to collaborate 
Much of traditional school learning is a solo exercise. Yet both learning research and the experience of real-world 

learning illustrates the benefits of learning from and with others. In particular, the development of student agency, as 

well as capability in all of the broader life competencies, requires opportunities to apply knowledge, skills, and self-

management within a social context. 
 

Key elements 
“Learn from others & together” involves harnessing the benefits of learning as a collective enterprise by paying 

attention to participation structures. These structures range from discussion and dialogue, pair problem solving, and 

cross-age tutoring to learning systems designed around zones of proximal development with social scaffolding. The 

concept of situated or social learning suggests that, to be truly meaningful, learning requires an authentic context of 

social endeavor. In practice, all of this adds up to a true community of practice that includes students and adults 

across the Wider Learning Ecosystem, where students engage in legitimate peripheral participation, taking on simple 

but productive tasks that further the community’s goals while enabling the students to both become familiar with 

community principles and progress in competence. 

#7  Learn how to learn  

The challenge: Becoming a habitual learner 

Students within traditional schooling are more passengers than drivers of their own learning. Even within more 

active learning models, students may not meaningfully direct their own learning or be supported to reflect on it. To 

thrive in a world of change, however, learning to learn — which is critical both as a Habit of Success and as an 

element of agency across all the competency domains — is the most important learning our students can do. 
 

Key elements 
Learning design must put students in the driver’s seat and give them significant autonomy and choice. In addition to 

specific learning skills such as study practices, time management, and problem solving (reflected in the MyWays 

capability levers), learners need to develop the skills of self-reflection and self-management (reflected in the first two 

MyWays agency levers). Attention to these skills should be explicit, as well as infused within core learning with 

appropriate “just-in-time” direct transmission or other stand-alone instruction as needed. Like any other type of 

learning, this works best within a Whole Learning approach, starting with scaffolded junior versions of holistic 

experiences that involve a gradual release of responsibility. 
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• Capture the basic structural features of the full-scale activity. 

• Throw out less important aspects of the activity, while leaving its spirit and shape intact. 

• Swap in simulations, replicas, or scaled-down versions for elements of the activity that are not 

developmentally appropriate or practically possible. 

• Set and maintain a reasonable level of challenge for the group and for individual learners; this 

essential step requires educators to know 

– the learners, including their prior knowledge, interests, and learning agility; and  

– the stages of developmental readiness, or “what happens to knowledge, understanding, 

and self-awareness as children advance from kindergarten through high school and 

beyond.” 

• Include all seven Whole Learning principles, balancing an experience of the meaningful whole 

with attention to the hard parts, hidden norms, and group work, as well as with reflection on how 

elements of the learning are happening. 

• Prototype and tune the learning experience to align with student capabilities. “The first time 

around,” says Perkins, “involves at least as much learning for you as it does for the learners, because 

you are almost always wrong in some ways… Only over two or three cycles of working with real 

learners in real situations can we expect to home in on truly well-calibrated junior versions.”14 

 

An example of Whole Learning: PBL that honors the whole 

As mentioned above, most educators are familiar with examples of junior versions. These examples 

include well-designed project-based, inquiry-based, and studio-based learning; rich simulations; student-

led co-curriculars, such as theater productions, history fairs, and DECA; service learning; youth 

development projects; scouting or Odyssey of the Mind programs; and apprenticeships. All such 

experiences can be valuable junior versions — if they capture the essence of a “whole” and embed the 

remaining six Whole Learning principles.  

 

Like most educational endeavors, Whole Learning is a complex enterprise. The devil here is in the details 

of implementation, and in building the culture and capacity to “hold the whole.” Take PBL, one of the 

fastest growing and perhaps most broadly developed implementations of Whole Learning practice. These 

days, shout-outs to PBL come from all corners of the education world; examples include the focus on 

High Tech High in Ted Dintersmith’s documentary Most Likely to Succeed, Getting Smart’s It’s a 

Project-Based World campaign, The Buck Institute’s High Quality PBL initiative, and New Hampshire’s 

pairing of PBL professional development with its longstanding focus on performance assessment.  

 

At the same time, organizations such as the Buck Institute, EL Education, Big Picture Schools, New Tech 

Network, and others have been practicing PBL for decades, developing its culture and iterating its 

processes and tools. The combination of a mature community of practice, the challenges of popularity, 

and calls to scale make PBL an instructive case study in the paradox of Whole Learning and how 

intentional design is needed to address it. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.mltsfilm.org/
http://gettingsmart.com/its-a-project-based-world/
http://gettingsmart.com/its-a-project-based-world/
https://www.hqpbl.org/
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A Whole Learning Movement: High-Quality PBL 

“It’s easy to do project-based learning,” notes Tom Vander Ark, “it’s just hard to do it well.”15 What longtime PBL 

practitioners know is that authentic learning experiences contain a paradox. Learning science, deeper learning 

practice, and our analysis of the needs of an accelerating world all indicate that the most effective learning 

experiences are holistic and authentic, giving learners organic opportunities for ownership and agency. Yet 

behind the scenes the experience also often needs enough — but not too much — intentional design and 

developmental scaffolding to ensure that learners can discover, practice, develop, and interact in ways that will 

enable them to move toward their richer learning goals. 
 

 

Perkins’ Whole Learning principles provide direct guidance on 

addressing this paradox. Principle 1 can be thought of as the prime 

directive: learn by wholes. Whole, authentic, purposeful learning 

creates a culture aimed at engaging learner identity, deepening 

understanding, and preparing learners to work in and contribute to 

the real world. At the same time, principles two through seven are also 

essential, driving the hard, behind-the-scenes work of enabling 

students to develop durable skills, self-reflect, collaborate, and learn 

to drive their own learning. Those ready to embrace these principles 

need to come to grips with the underlying learning architectures and the carefully developed processes and tools 

— the planning templates, learning progressions, rubrics, and protocols for critiques and performances — that 

make these learning experiences work effectively. The MyWays Levers for Capability and Agency (outlined later in 

this report) highlight the learner, educator, and interpersonal practice elements of this considered practice. 
 

Concerns about PBL, like other types of Whole Learning, often focus on one side of this paradox or the other. 

Some educators are concerned that competencies, progressions, and rubrics, instead of being used appropriately 

within a Whole Learning framework, will instead be used to organize the learning or assessment in ways that 

“atomize” skills and learning. For how it could all go wrong, see the “remedial creativity” box in Report 6, and the 

whole food versus “nutritionist” processed food analogy in this blog by Michael Petrilli. “Right now,” PBL expert 

Thom Markham asserts, “not all PBL is equal, and we’re not to the point in which all PBL supports the whole child. 

Too often, the goal is to cover standards under the guise of ‘student-centered’ instruction.”16 
 

Other educators are worried that PBL may be authentic, and even holistic, but not rigorous. PBL’s growing 

popularity has raised a concern that hands-on activities or interesting experiences are being tacked on to other 

types of instruction and labeled PBL, without resulting in deep and engaging learning. How to balance the two 

sides of the paradox? 
 

First, honor the “whole” 

Markham, in this MindShift blog, provides excellent advice on how to design the kind of PBL likely to “break 

students out of the box of conventional thinking” through five big ideas, all of which live within the holistic, 

authentic experience: 

 See PBL as a mindshift, not a method. “When done well, [PBL] takes students deep. It can awaken as well 
as teach, help students dig into their psyche a bit, and actually mature young people... PBL gives us a path 
forward out of the industrial past and into a world that requires a deep set of attitudes and skills necessary 
for navigation.” 
 

 Put challenge first. “Obviously standards need to be addressed.” However, “start with a challenge that 
excites students. Daydream. Muse. Envision students’ faces at the end of the project. Once the vision and 

https://edexcellence.net/articles/dont-let-personalized-learning-become-the-processed-food-of-education
https://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/2015/12/02/how-to-make-sure-that-project-based-learning-is-applied-well-in-schools/
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intention is fixed — and a teacher feels the challenge — that’s the time to return to linear mode: What 
standards will students learn, and how?” 
 

 Get a lot better at Driving Questions. It is not “well understood that the question or the problem is the high 
leverage key to deeper learning.” 
 

 Turn skills and content into one conversation. “PBL offers a learning experience that seamlessly blends 
core concepts, key facts, reflective thinking, careful judgment, and skillful application of knowledge — all of 
which coalesce into a solution to a meaningful problem.”  
 

 Coach for openness. “A skillful PBL teacher does much more than teach, and PBL offers amazing 
opportunities to go for the real gold in education: helping young people become open, curious adults.” 

 

Markham’s advice is highly aligned with both the MyWays competencies and the seven Whole Learning principles 

in that it also consciously targets “innovation, design thinking, self-directed learning, and, most critically, the kind 

of wisdom required in today’s world rather than the 1950s.” (See the related reference to “knowledge on the way 

to wisdom” in Report 9’s box on high-leverage concepts.) 
 

Second, ensure effectiveness and quality 

As the demand for and interest in PBL increases, a growing resource set of processes, tools, exemplars, and case 

studies are being shared and published with the intention to improve practice on PBL’s “hard parts.” Following 

are three types of resource: 

 The Buck Institute updated its 8 Essential Elements of PBL to a new 
Gold Standard PBL model in 2015 and contributed to Getting Smart’s 
It’s a Project Based World campaign in 2016; it has now launched the 
High Quality Project Based Learning (HQPBL) initiative. Iterative and 
collaborative, HQPBL is creating a High Quality PBL Framework focused 
on processes, products, principles, and purposes, and guided by a 27-member steering committee and 
90-member advisory committee.17 The Spring 2017 draft is currently available for use and comment.   

 Next Generation Learning Challenges has connected the dots between the MyWays Student Success 
Framework, Whole Learning, and PBL, and curated some of the relevant resources in two Whole 
Learning/PBL blogs: “Hard to Do Well: PBL and Authentic Learning Design,” and “Embracing the Hard 
Parts: 8 Video Resources for Authentic Learning Design. (We put the focus on video resources because 
we feel that Whole Learning PBL is one of those things you just need to see in action!) 

 
 

 Newtech Network, a leading design partner focusing on student-centered PBL, offers a graphic that 
captures the difference between doing projects as “dessert events” (top line) and a PBL learning 

experience that starts with a 
complex challenge and 
includes iteration, reflection, 
and authentic 
demonstration of learning. 
As the graphic illustrates, 
Whole Learning PBL is an 
engaging experience of 
discovery based on an 
intentionally designed 
process. It’s “both/and.” 

 
 

 Other avenues for schools looking to join communities of practice with well-regarded offerings in project 
design, significant teacher development, and a culture of student empowerment include Project Lead 
The Way and Virtual Enterprises. The key with any implementation of PBL is for school designers, 
educators and, indeed, learners to invest in constructing their own authentic learning experiences that 
incorporate the Whole Learning principles, but these programs offer valuable and highly aligned 
resources and supports for this work. 
 

https://www.bie.org/
http://www.gettingsmart.com/2016/08/its-a-project-based-world-lets-prepare-students-for-it/
http://www.gettingsmart.com/2016/08/its-a-project-based-world-lets-prepare-students-for-it/
https://www.hqpbl.org/
http://www.gettingsmart.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Framework-HQPBL-Spring-2017.pdf
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_deeply/2016/11/hard_to_do_well_project-based_learning_and_authentic_learning_design.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_deeply/2016/11/embracing_the_hard_parts_8_video_resources_for_authentic_learning_design.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_deeply/2016/11/embracing_the_hard_parts_8_video_resources_for_authentic_learning_design.html
https://newtechnetwork.org/
https://32dkl02ezpk0qcqvqmlx19lk-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/NTN-projects-vs-PBL.pdf
https://www.pltw.org/
https://www.pltw.org/
https://veinternational.org/about/
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What Whole Learning PBL looks like in action: a sample 
project and tools for your use 

We provide further resources to help you understand Whole Learning in 

action and to assist you in evaluating your own projects and approaches 

through the analysis of a sample Whole Learning PBL project: the 

Mayan Community Project, from a High Tech High middle school using 

some simple MyWays matrix tools based on the concepts and constructs in 

this report. For further description of these resources see the MyWays 

Tools and Mayan Worked Case Study resource box at the end of this 

report. 

 

The seven Whole Learning principles work together with the Wider Learning Ecosystem and the Levers 

for Capability and Agency. While, as mentioned previously, the Levers provide additional support to the 

Whole Learning principles relating to how learners acquire, retain, and use knowledge and skills, 

harnessing a broader range of complex, rapidly-changing, and diverse experiences that exist outside the 

classroom walls is vital to developing the kind of competencies our students need. We turn next, on the 

following page, to explore this Wider Learning Ecosystem, survey the various experience zones within it, 

and look at some of the key issues involved in harnessing its potential for Whole Learning.  
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LEARNING DESIGN CONSTRUCT 2:  The Wider Learning Ecosystem 

“Clearly, we face an urgent need to open up the learning landscape in America.... To do so, we 

need to create a richer fabric of learning opportunities for a diverse population of youth. The ‘we’ 

in this reform extends beyond traditional academic resources. A much broader segment of society 

needs to collaborate to find the domains and means to engage our young people in meaningful 

learning. Only then can we provide growth experiences that focus our young people’s passion and 

energy.” 

—Robert Halpern, It Takes a Whole Society18 

 

One of the most striking implications of our exploration of the broader, deeper competencies 

required for a complex future is the realization that it is difficult, if not impossible, to help learners 

develop them without going outside the school walls. As definitions of readiness and success expand 

from good grades, high test scores, and a high school diploma to the kinds of agency and capability 

required for the age of accelerations, our students need new competencies: Content Knowledge that will 

enable learners — just as it does real-world practitioners — to solve problems, weigh options, and make 

decisions; Creative Know How, optimized for transfer in rapidly changing situations; Habits of Success 

that can be developed robustly in a variety of learning and work contexts; and Wayfinding Abilities that 

require “lines of sight” to careers and the adult world. As 

Halpern notes, “It makes little sense to take large numbers 

of inexperienced individuals who are the same age and 

relative maturity, place them in an isolated setting, and ask 

them to use that particular setting to grow, mature, gain 

knowledge, and experience.”19 But this is exactly what 

traditional schooling does. 

 

A range of established learning opportunities for students 

already exists outside the formal school walls and day, 

including afterschool activities, library programs, and 

internships. While some of these offerings are excellent, 

the vast majority of students lack access to many of them. 

Students who do have access to such opportunities are 

likely to find what 2Revolutions calls “a labyrinth of 

siloed program sectors”20 with offerings that vary in 

quality, have little connection to academic work, and pay little attention to helping learners build social 

capital. To address the MyWays broader, deeper student competencies, schools need to better integrate 

the higher quality offerings from the established out-of-school sectors, offer students an even wider range 

of learning opportunities, and embed all of this into all students’ personalized learning paths. As Big 

Picture Learning says, “All students need to leave school — frequently, regularly, and of course, 

“All students need to leave 

school — frequently, regularly, 

and of course, temporarily... To 

accomplish this, schools must 

take down the walls that 

separate the learning that 

students do, and could do, in 

school from the learning they 

do, and could do, outside.”  
Elliott Washor and  Charles Mojkowski 
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temporarily... To accomplish this, schools must take down the walls that separate the learning that 

students do, and could do, in school from the learning they do, and could do, outside. The learning in both 

settings and contexts must be seamlessly integrated.” Big Picture calls it “leaving to learn.”21 As Michele 

Cahill describes it, this means, in essence, that “we [need] to redefine ‘school’ as a porous 

organization.”22 

 

We think of the Wider Learning Ecosystem as the broad expanse of opportunities beyond classroom 

learning that can enrich collective and individual learning as well as student agency — an ecosystem 

that is ever expanding and changing, with a spectrum from formal to informal prospects, accessed 

through a wide range of settings, media, and players. Our MyWays team is so convinced of the critical 

importance of engaging with this Wider Learning Ecosystem in a systemic and networked way that we 

are creating a separate resource on this topic, funded by the Barr Foundation; the forthcoming resource 

will be available on the MyWays website.  

 

In this report, we provide a preview of what we’re finding, including a look at the benefits of wider 

ecosystem experiences in addressing the 5-5-5 Realities, the MyWays competencies, and Whole 

Learning. We also offer a model that organizes the ecosystem into five zones and a support infrastructure; 

describe a set of three engagement models for how schools, networks, and districts can incorporate the 

overwhelming benefits of “the real world” in their learning model; and provide a glimpse into a few 

design considerations for incorporating these benefits. 

 

Exploring the Wider Learning Ecosystem 

“At the heart of an ecosystem for learning is an ability to draw upon the assets of an entire city or 

community to support students as they grapple with the two primary tasks of adolescence: 

building competencies and forming their identities.” 

—Michele Cahill, Smart Cities23 

 

Opportunities for learning are everywhere around us, presenting themselves all the time. While there is 

much joyful life learning to be pursued in this way, our work on the 5-5-5 Realities, adolescent 

development, and Whole Learning suggests that our students also need more intentionally organized and 

supported real-world learning experiences to help them prepare to navigate in an accelerating world. With 

the student at the center, the full spectrum of learning opportunities outside of classroom learning become 

what MyWays, with its focus on a broader, deeper set of competencies, calls the Wider Learning 

Ecosystem, or WLE.  

 

In exploring the various ways that individual students can engage with learning, we found it possible to 

group most of the experiences relevant to K-12 learners that relate to learning, development, identity 

building, and social capital into five experience zones:  

 

  

https://myways.nextgenlearning.org/
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The Wider Learning Ecosystem 
Five experience zones for expanding K-12 student learning and social capital 

  

School-based extracurriculars. As many of us know, 

activities that are commonly regarded as being on the 
“periphery of schools” can offer more authentic, vital 
learning than core classes. Theater productions, science 
fair work mentored by local scientists, or business start-
up clubs may be school-based but many access or 
emulate the real world. 

College-based learning. While focused on academic or 
vocational knowledge, programs such as dual enrollment 
or early college let high school learners broaden their 
horizons into vastly expanded subject areas, as well as 
offering opportunities to practice and develop greater 
independence and self-direction. 

Career-related learning. There’s no better preparation 

for the “whitewater learning” that students will need to 
do in their adult work lives than to get exposure now, in 
supported ways, alongside adults. This type of learning 
includes early career awareness and exploration, 
internships, apprenticeships, and paid work. 

Community-mediated learning. Activities such as 

youth development programs and the offerings available 
through collective learning networks, which are offered 
by community organizations ranging from museums to 
maker spaces, give learners excellent opportunities to 
develop identity, agency, and social capital.  
 

Everyday informal and formal learning. This zone 

captures informal learning with friends and family, online 
learning, participation in online communities of practice, 

and myriad other paths. 

 

Navigating any of these zones requires a support infrastructure that enables young learners to access, 

engage with, and get the most out of the learning, growing, and networking they do outside the school 

walls. These supports echo the three parts of the MyWays Developmental Framework for Social Capital 

depicted in Report 4 as a tree, extending from root social supports that “sustain human well-being and 

growth,” through the trunk of adult developmental relationships that “foster self-exploration, growth, and 

engagement in the larger world” to the branches of connections and networks that provide the “resources 

needed to accomplish one’s goals.” In the Wider Learning Ecosystem, the webs of support and roles of 

institutional agents discussed in Report 4 are, as in the work/learn landscape, necessary for all young 

learners and absolutely vital for those who might start with fewer resources to begin with. 

 

For more on the five zones, see the boxes at the end of this WLE learning section. But first, we explore 

why embracing WLE experiences is worthwhile. We also examine how educators can approach this 

opportunity to give their learners experiences that help them learn in ways particularly suited to a world 

that demands that they navigate complexity, exercise empathy, and practice other broader, deeper 

competencies. 
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The benefits of engaging with the Wider Learning Ecosystem 

Engaging with the real world outside the school walls offers extensive benefits for learners, for educators, 

for schools, and for communities. The potential is still being explored, but some of the benefits already 

identified by those involved in wider ecosystem learning include the following: 

 

 Provides the opportunity and conditions for “whitewater learning” 

A core benefit of this type of learning is that it offers students an authentic acceleration lane for 

dealing with our complex, uncertain world and its plethora of challenges and opportunities. This 

benefit is captured nicely by Douglas Thomas and John Seely Brown’s concept of “whitewater 

learning.” They define whitewater learning as  
 

“the ability to acquire useful knowledge and skills while at the same time practicing them 

in an environment that is constantly evolving and presenting new challenges.... Our 

learning environments need to match the speed and degree of change happening in the 

world around us. Rather than systematically accumulating static ‘stocks’ of knowledge, 

students now need to learn how to actively participate in ‘flows’ of knowledge by 

engaging with others in the construction of new knowledge. This kind of knowledge is 

often put to use at the same time it is learned. It is most effectively acquired through 

solving problems with others in an environment that offers an abundance of 

challenges and unlimited opportunities.”24 
 

Employers have been acknowledging this for some time; when asked for the most important 

factors in hiring a recent college graduate, their top choices relate not to academic 

performance but to more contextual, real-world experiences —  including internships, jobs, 

volunteering, and extracurriculars.25  

 

 Enhances deep learning through increased authenticity  

Earlier in this report, we explored the need to increase the authenticity of learning experiences at the 

same time as we increase the level of critical thinking required of our learners. Engagement with the 

WLE offers a vastly increased array of learning 

experiences moving out the right hand real-world 

abilities axis, including those in the “golden 

rectangle” of situated learning. As highlighted by 

Thomas and Seely Brown earlier, such real-world 

settings are vital today because “our learning 

environments need to match the speed and degree 

of change happening in the world around us.... This 

kind of knowledge is often put to use at the same 

time it is learned. It is most effectively acquired 

through solving problems with others in an 

environment that offers an abundance of challenges 

and unlimited opportunities.”26 This is one of the most compelling reasons to embrace WLE. 
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 Increases opportunity to engage the seven principles of Whole Learning 

Also earlier in this report, we presented the concept of 

Whole Learning, which draws together the characteristics 

of learning that targets the broader, deeper competencies, 

while incorporating lessons from learning science and 

successful deeper learning models. The seven principles 

of Whole Learning, repeated to the right, illustrate just 

how important a Wider Learning Ecosystem is to the 

practice of Whole Learning. While some of these 

principles rely fully on wider ecosystem opportunities, 

each of them is enhanced by learners acting in a variety 

of real-world communities alongside adults in 

meaningful work.  

 

 Provides fertile ground for developing all four MyWays success domains 

The variety of settings, challenges, and contexts available in the WLE provide rich opportunities for 

learners to work on all four MyWays competency domains. The exposure to authentic contexts and 

professional communities of practice enhance the application of Content Knowledge and 

opportunities to develop agile, transferable Creative Know How. The need for increased personal 

responsibility and social skills, the opportunities for personal choice, and the chance to test one’s 

responses to new and changing environments open doors to developing Habits of Success that more 

teacher-driven, static learning environments struggle to provide.27 The WLE offers perhaps the 

greatest additional opportunities for developing Wayfinding Abilities. Community and work-based 

learning in particular offer learners access to what Generation Schools Network calls “Visions of the 

Possible,” and Educurious calls “Lines of Sight”28 to career and adult life choices that schoolchildren 

from any background are less and less likely to be exposed to; such access is even more crucial for 

learners with deep but not wide or extensive networks. When out in the world, students can begin to 

try out acceleration lanes to their adult lives, finding out that more is expected of them, testing which 

learning strategies work when they are learning and doing at the same time, and asking themselves 

whether they are using all the assets they have.  

 

 Offers connection to mentors and brokers, and other forms of social capital 

As noted at the start of Report 4, “Opportunities do not float like clouds. They are firmly attached to 

individuals. If you’re looking for an opportunity, you’re really looking for people.”  In that report, we 

show just how important the development of social capital is to the success of young people in the 

more uncertain, self-driven, flexible, and ever-changing society and economy they will need to 

navigate. In fact, we argue that social capital may be one of the key factors for success, as well as the 

limiting factor driving the opportunity gap for low-income students and students of color. Situating 

learning within real-world projects or work that involves adults, near-peers, community networks, 
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and professional communities of practice greatly 

increases the opportunities for youth to interact with 

mentors, coaches, brokers, and others who can act as 

connectors as these learners move out into the 

work/learn landscape in their wayfinding decade. As 

Report 4 points out, many internships and other WLE 

experiences fail to harness the potential for building 

social capital, but High Tech High, among a few other 

models, has long focused on this benefit (see the box at 

right).  

 

 Develops youth identity and learner agency 

In Report 5, we discussed five developmental tasks of adolescence. Two of those — finding self, 

strengths, and direction, and acquiring capability and agency — are critically important to all students 

in developing success competencies; both tasks cry out for learning in the wider ecosystem, in which 

learners are called upon to develop their own resources and directions within highly challenging, and 

therefore stretching, situations, while also being surrounded by views of possible role models and (if 

they are fortunate) other supports that will enable them to safely prototype versions of themselves and 

work toward the self they want to be. As research cited in Report 4 suggests, the identity challenge 

for young people today is no longer about choosing fixed roles, but about ambiguity and continual 

choice. For this reason, “we need to take a long 

look at the conditions that prepare youth for a 

changing, uncertain future, including the 

experiences provided by the family, the peer group, 

the school, and the community as a whole”31 — 

precisely the developmental experiences in adult 

settings that occur across the WLE. At the same 

time, the development of agency, which MyWays 

defines as “a deep and durable self acting to shape 

one’s development and environment,” also varies 

by situation and is challenged by disorderly, 

unfamiliar circumstances. Experience in real and 

diverse situations is key to agency, and to help achieve growth, educators and youth advocates need 

to help students access and utilize a WLE that is unprecedented in its breadth and depth. 

 

 Improves student engagement 

Student engagement is improved through a variety of factors, including greater satisfaction gained 

through the creation of productive and authentic outcomes, and greater meaning and the development 

of identity through connections to learners’ personal and community lives. Indeed, most of the other 

benefits listed above also result, as a secondary benefit, in the kind of deep student engagement in 

learning that improves and extends learning outcomes. 

Ben Daley, CEO of High Tech High, tells 
students to choose a good mentor over 
what might seem like the perfect 
experience: “While students should look 
for an internship in an area of interest, 
they should also carefully pick a mentor, a 
key piece of the experience. It’s not about 
narrowly predicting what they are going to 
spend the rest of their life doing. It’s much 
more about the relationship between 
mentor and student.”29 

“Ultimately, the internship experience is a taste 
of the real world, a glimpse into various fields of 
interest and an enticement for what school can 
help students achieve. But the experience often 
develops personal growth, as well. I think that 
internships are really, in essence, about an 
expansion of identity, of incorporating what 
you couldn’t have done before, and new 
relationships that you didn’t have before, into 
your sense of who you are. And that’s 
something that’s a rare commodity in our 
classrooms, but it’s there in abundance in the 
internship experiences.”  

—Rob Riordan, High Tech High30  
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 Offers additional opportunity to address equity issues 

Low-income learners, students of color, English-language learners, and those with disabilities 

often live in worlds with less wide-ranging community and work connections and fewer 

opportunities to develop other forms of social capital, while at the same time offering their 

own assets and funds of knowledge. In turning attention to the Wider Learning Ecosystem, 

we acknowledge this set of challenges up front and have designed into WLE programs and 

infrastructure ways to develop and enhance all learners’ abilities to build their own social 

capital offering. Since the 1990s, increasing income inequality and district funding cuts have 

only widened the extracurricular and enrichment participation gap between more- and less-

advantaged families. While upper- and middle-class students have become more active in 

school clubs and sports teams over the past four decades, their working-class peers “have 

become increasingly disengaged and disconnected.”32 This is particularly counterproductive, 

as we begin to realize the ways in which active/authentic experiences might in fact play to the  

strengths of these students, and just how greatly these WLE experiences may effect later 

outcomes.34 We therefore need to ensure not only that all learners have access to potentially 

transformative experiences, but also that those who 

need it are given an enhanced support infrastructure. 

This infrastructure should support the development of 

critical consciousness to help learners access the WLE 

themselves. Efforts should also be aimed at structural 

change to make their ecosystem more equitable for 

other learners. MyWays, like UChicago’s Foundations 

for Young Adult Success developmental framework, 

highlights the need “to strike a balance between 

helping youth thrive in the world as it is, and develop the skills and dispositions they need to 

challenge a profoundly unjust status quo.”35  

 

Three ways schools engage with the Wider Learning Ecosystem 

In much of our exploration of the Wider Learning Ecosystem, we worked to keep the learner front and 

center. We adopted an institutional lens, however, to examine how schools organize their interaction with 

the Wider Learning Ecosystem in order to bring a transformed learning experience to their students. 

Schools and networks/districts start in different places and also have different aims for how they 

incorporate the WLE. In our initial scan of current practice, we’ve tracked three different approaches to 

such engagement: 

 Integrated engagement: Wider Learning Ecosystem experiences are fully embedded and 

integrated in the school’s learning design. 

 Connected engagement: schools connect directly at an institutional level with organizational 

partners to offer a particular set of WLE opportunities. 

 Facilitated engagement: schools facilitate the engagement of individual learners with 

organizations or experiences of their choice within the Wider Learning Ecosystem. 

“From an equity perspective, building an  
ecosystem that affords access to learning 
opportunities that extend and enrich 
academics is highly promising, as 
economically advantaged families are 
dramatically increasing their investments in 
student talent-building activities and 
experiences in the out-of-school time 
hours.”33 

—Michele Cahill, Carnegie 
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Each of these approaches can be implemented along a spectrum of intensity. In addition, it is critical to 

note that these approaches are not mutually exclusive; some schools use two or more in combination. 

Schools looking for first steps, and those thinking deeply about longer-term strategies, should be able to 

find, somewhere in these conceptual options, inspiration for how they might increase their students’ 

engagement with the wider world. 

 

Integrated engagement 
Some schools’ learning designs have Wider Learning Ecosystem experiences baked into their DNA. In 

these cases, the wider ecosystem learning is almost always a rich “junior version,” structured to involve 

authentic process and meaningful product as well as real-world exposure, and to loop reflection and 

learning back into each student’s personal and academic learning plan. We will be exploring and 

analyzing these models further in our forthcoming WLE resource as they provide clues to vital design 

principles that can also be built into more circumscribed WLE experiences.  

Perhaps the most succinct way to illustrate what makes these 

models different is to look at a well-known example: Big 

Picture Learning, the Rhode Island-based charter, which we 

cited at the start of this report for its practice of “leaving to 

learn.” Big Picture’s criteria for leaving to learn (see the box at 

right) illustrate what makes this embedded approach different 

from field trips, siloed service requirements, or individually 

organized, unconnected senior internship quarters: 

integration, reflection, personalization, and the value 

assigned to the WLE experience. Learners’ work inside and 

outside the school walls are connected and integrated in a way 

that genuinely changes both sides of the learning experience. 

Although it may not be surprising that these characteristics are 

visible in Big Picture Learning’s criteria for WLE 

opportunities, they are also woven through every one of the 

organization’s broader “10 distinguishers.” Learning Through 

Interests and Internships (LTI) clearly reflects this approach, 

but it is also evident explicitly or implicitly in almost every 

other distinguisher (look for parent and family engagement, 

treating each student holistically, assessment through public 

display of learning, an interdependence between school and 

community, and so on). As Elliott Washor and Charles 

Mojkowski put it in Leaving to Learn, “It’s not just about 

getting students out early and often, but about what they do 

when they get out, and how they bring their learning and accomplishments back to school.”38 Examples 

of integrated, baked-in WLE exist throughout the five WLE zones, and seem particularly strong in career-

Big Picture Schools’ criteria for leaving-

to-learn opportunities:36 

 They are open to all students in all 
grades. 

 They are an integral part of 
students’ learning trajectory, 
merging in- and out-of-school 
learning. 

 They address important learning 
standards (academic, workplace, 
and personal). 

 They complement and supplement 
the in-school experience, providing 
productive learning experiences that 
students cannot get in school. 

 They address students’ 

expectations. 

 They contribute to productive 

learning. 

 They are awarded academic and 

graduation credit. 

See also Ed Reimagined’s Open-Walled 
learning characteristics, and sets of 
principles from the National Society for 
Experiential Learning and the 
Association of Experiential Learning.37 
 

http://www.bigpicture.org/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=389353&type=d&pREC_ID=902235
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related learning; see, for example, Generation Schools Network and Da Vinci Schools (both NGLC 

grantees) and Linked Learning.  

 

Connected engagement 
Schools may also opt to connect directly with organizational partners to offer a particular set of Wider 

Learning Ecosystem opportunities to their learners. This model offers the advantage of creating 

opportunities for a school’s entire student body, rather than relying on individual learner initiative (though 

within the partnerships, schools can still require learner initiative to locate and pursue particular learning 

opportunities). Further, some schools may see this model as easier to manage and quality-assure than 

individually-facilitated WLE learning, and the partnerships they pursue may further broader 

school/community goals.  

 

Connected engagement often involves one-to-one partnerships between a school and one (or more) local 

companies, nonprofits, or community organizations for identified 

purposes. Schools might have such a partnership with a local 

community college for dual enrollment or early college 

programs,40 and/or with a local nonprofit that manages middle 

school shadow programs and high school internships.41 

Establishing and managing these partnerships is a major 

undertaking, but can leverage broader innovation. Resources, 

toolkits, and exemplar cases provide guidance on setting up and 

managing such partnerships.42  

 

An alternative partnership model is to join in a multi-partner 

collective impact initiative43 with an existing (or forming) initiative. High-profile examples of learning 

collectives include Hive and LRNG (introduced in Report 4) and Education Innovation Clusters such as 

Remake Learning in Pittsburgh 44 (see also the brief description of Hive in the box to the right). Hive 

and/or LRNG networks exist in more than a dozen US cities as well 

as globally, and other types of collective impact partnerships that 

include learning as at least part of their purpose also exist in some 

form in other cities and rural regions. The community-mediated 

learning zone section later in this report has more on this collective 

approach, as will the forthcoming MyWays Wider Learning 

Ecosystem resource. Full participation in this kind of collective 

impact requires a significant commitment, but also provides a 

potentially transformative way to engage learners with a 

participatory local learning ecosystem that offers not only an 

exciting, broad range of learning experiences, but also offers 

opportunities to build social capital that will serve participants well 

when they transition into the local work/learn landscape. For some 

insight into the process of creating such a network, see the Remake Learning Playbook, which covers “the 

“Hives are comprised of organizations 

(libraries, museums, schools and nonprofit 

startups) and individuals (educators, 

designers, community catalysts and makers). 

Together, they create opportunities for youth 

to learn within and beyond the confines of 

traditional classroom experiences, design 

innovative practices and tools that build the 

field for greater impact, and contribute to 

their own professional development within an 

active community of practice.”39 

 Sectors that participate in Education Innovation 

Clusters. Graphic from Digital Promise 

http://generationschools.org/
http://www.davincischools.org/aboutdavinci.shtml
http://www.linkedlearning.org/en/
https://hivelearningnetworks.org/
https://www.lrng.org/
http://digitalpromise.org/initiative/education-innovation-clusters/
http://remakelearning.org/playbook/
http://remakelearning.org/playbook/
https://www.slideshare.net/ChristinaCricketAlio/education-innovation-clusters-64296105
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theory and practice of building learning innovation networks, the resources and strategies required to put 

networks into action, and the impact of the network in schools, museums, libraries, communities, and 

more.”  

 

Facilitated engagement 
In this model, the school’s role is to facilitate the engagement of individual learners with organizations 

or experiences of their choice within the Wider Learning Ecosystem. This may entail, for example, 

helping a student locate opportunities and navigate connections, as well as overseeing quality and 

outcomes. This model can be implemented on a limited front or become the core of the educational 

experience. On the more limited end, some high schools let learners take part in WLE learning for a few 

courses or credits of their curriculum or outcome requirements. Such schools may have one WLE 

facilitator to help guide and monitor students who are self-directed enough to organize an experience 

(such as an internship, service learning, or an independent online learning course for credit).  

 

At the other end of the spectrum are schools that are all about facilitation. The Virtual Learning Academy 

Charter School (VLACS), an NGLC grantee, has created an entire online system designed and built to  

support WLE learning in project- and competency-based 

ways; that system is now available for use by any individual 

student, school, or district in the country. Students can create 

their own flexible learning pathways of defined 

competencies through a mix of online courses, real-world 

projects, internships, and other experiences to earn a high 

school diploma. Relationships with their teachers, their 

college, career, and citizenship counselors, and their skills 

coaches are central to making this system work.46  

 

Many next generation learning models offer education that is 

personalized within the school or program, though few models accomplish this personalization by 

facilitating individual student-initiated access to diverse wider ecosystem learning on a large scale. 

Schools with integrated models, such as Big Picture, Da Vinci, and Del Lago Academy, often support this 

approach as well. For examples, see individual stories in Living Your Future’s blog on Nashville Big 

Picture High School and DaVinci Schools’ new non-classroom-based independent study RISE High, 

opened in fall 2017, to serve homeless, foster youth, and other students with diverse learning needs. 

 

Other design considerations for WLE experiences and systems 

Practitioners convinced of WLE’s significant value may wish to know more about how to design it into a 

new learning model, how to introduce it to an existing school-based design, or to how to build on a few 

successful but isolated real-world components. In our forthcoming MyWays WLE resource, we will 

explore these issues further, as well as curate existing tools to support the various development processes. 

Here, we highlight a few key issues and considerations flagged by our initial scan. 

“Students will have the option to meet 
competencies in the learning environment 
that best fits their needs. This may mean 
that a student starts their study of English 
by interning at a local newspaper (LTE), 
completing two career related projects 
(LTP), mastering two English competencies 
while taking a college course, and 
completing the competency group known 
as English I by enrolling in two modules of 
an online course.” 

—Steve Kossakoski, VLACS45 

http://vlacs.org/customized-learning/
http://vlacs.org/customized-learning/
http://www.gettingsmart.com/2015/02/living-future-authentic-process/
http://www.gettingsmart.com/2015/02/living-future-authentic-process/
http://www.risehs.org/davincischools/
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Essential design components 
Two components that are clearly central are developing partnerships and establishing the necessary 

support infrastructure; the nature of each will depend on the engagement model you choose. 

 

Partnerships that employ design thinking  

Working outside school walls naturally calls for working with either organizations or individuals who live 

and work out there. Michele Cahill’s take emphasizes the centrality of such partnerships, as well as the 

agile, iterative way they need to work: 

 

“[W]e needed to redefine ‘school’ as a porous organization and redefine ‘partnership’ as 

a core design element, not an add-on. When partnership is a core element of school 

design, students have opportunities for relationships with adults and experiences that 

literally expand the world that is well-known to them through connections with cultural 

organizations, professional and business settings, science and technical organizations, or 

community services.... Partnerships that are designed as core to schooling also can 

expand and deepen curriculum through themes, project-based learning, internships, 

student research, and expeditions. Design thinking gives real roles to partner 

organizations in a learning ecosystem.”47 

 

Tom Vander Ark’s interview with Cahill (12m) offers more on partnerships, listening for discussion of 

design elements and principles, as well as the different types of partners. See also the Hive Learning 

Network and its collective impact partnership’s five core principles — creative & innovative, 

collaborative & cooperative, experimental & catalytic, relevant & consequential, equitable & open, and 

engaging & participatory — as well as Remake Learning’s seven lessons learned from its networking 

efforts over the past decade. 

 

A broader, deeper support infrastructure 

As our WLE construct suggests, appropriate supports are essential if learners are to benefit optimally 

from WLE learning. Given the nature of the wider ecosystem learning experience (increased learner 

agency, enhanced choice, new environments, more complexity, and greater real-world challenge), we 

urge educators to find inspiration in excellent youth development and school models that incorporate 

greater personalization and experiential learning programs (see the links at various points in this and other 

reports), as well as in Report 4’s MyWays Developmental Framework for Social Capital. A WLE 

infrastructure will need to emulate this framework’s attention to fostering well-being and self-exploration 

while also providing resources to enable learning and accomplishment of goals, all of which are 

particularly important for learners with social, emotional, or other challenges. Community partners can 

provide elements of this support, but schools will have to lead or instigate collective efforts on these 

fronts and ensure that (in all cases) the WLE experiences are integrated with classroom learning. This is 

likely to call for increased attention to advisories, guidance, coaching, and mentoring for all learners, and, 

for disadvantaged learners, even more intensive supports similar to those in the youth development 

programs featured in Report 4. 

http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/on_innovation/2014/05/leadership_for_education_innovation.html?qs=cahill
https://hivelearningnetworks.org/about/
http://www.gettingsmart.com/2017/08/preparing-todays-students-for-success-tomorrow-via-networks/
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This support infrastructure will also need to be designed to support individual learner pathways that 

extend from middle school through to the wayfinding decade and the work/learn landscape described in 

Report 3 (particularly in the “Takeaway 4” section). 

 

What’s your goal? Depth and stages of implementation 

Deeply embedded and integrated Wider Learning Ecosystem learning offers substantial benefits to 

learners preparing for the complex and uncertain future. However, schools do not need to incorporate 

WLE into every aspect of their design to incorporate some of its benefits. Da Vinci Schools and Big 

Picture Learning represent one end of the spectrum: WLE design affects all aspects of the schools. (At 

Big Picture, for instance, “industry/third sector/community partners co-construct the assessment rubrics, 

so their standards and expectations become part of the school operating system and culture” and 

“relationships are horizontal, with learning being facilitated by a wide variety of adults and mentors”48). 

However, deep interaction with the WLE can also grow out of a defined service-learning component, 

such as the Cesar Chavez School for Public Policy’s progression of increasingly complex service-learning 

components, or a particular content focus, as in Colorado, where St. Vrain Valley public school district 

has partnered with IBM to integrate design thinking across its whole system. Authentic WLE learning can 

be included solely in parts of your curriculum, course, or schedule, and such 

opportunities can be implemented in stages over a period of years. One option, 

noted by Ron Berger of EL Education, is to try turning your field trips into 

“fieldwork,” having your students conduct research for a productive project by 

taking notes, taking photos, and interviewing experts.49 Regardless of the level 

of WLE integration, basic cultural and structural changes need to be embraced 

and implemented from the beginning, including ensuring that at least some 

opportunities are available to all students (including those with disabilities and at 

all levels of academic performance); that the learning in the WLE is linked to 

classroom learning; and that some kind of credit, badging, or evidence of 

learning outcomes is involved. For an excellent example of badging, see the box on Del Lago Academy’s 

Competency X badging system in Report 12. 

 

What’s your starting point?  
Plans for incorporating WLE into a school’s learning model will also depend significantly on where you 

start and the conditions within which you operate. These are crucial elements of the design picture, and 

our forthcoming WLE resource will analyze — and perhaps provide a decision tool for — various things 

you should consider depending on your starting point. 

 

For example, a school already operating its classroom learning within a competency-based framework — 

but perhaps lacking significant experience working with community partners — will follow a much 

different path into the WLE than a school that has no track record with competency-based education, but 

considerable experience with external partners for, say, senior internships. While the former school may 

need to develop expertise in initiating and managing partnerships and creating a support infrastructure for 

http://www.dvrealworldlearning.com/programs.html
http://www.bigpicture.org/
http://www.bigpicture.org/
http://www.chavezschools.org/public-policy-program/
http://www.svvsd.org/videos/next-state-learning-colorado
http://www.competencyx.com/
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students spending time outside the school walls, the latter will need to put much greater thought into how 

to assess and validate the learning outcomes from new WLE experiences.  

 

Many schools in New Hampshire, for instance, have transitioned to performance-based assessment 

(through the PACE program) and already address work-study practices (WSPs, which are that state’s 

approach to Creative Know How and Habits of Success). New Hampshire also has a forward-looking 

Extended Learning Opportunities (ELO) policy, defining ELO as the “acquisition of knowledge and skills 

through instruction or study outside of the traditional classroom methodology, including, but not limited 

to, apprenticeships, community service, independent study, online courses, internships, performing 

groups and private instruction.... School districts do not have to adopt ELOs; however, those that offer 

ELOs are required to have a policy for granting credits for students who successfully demonstrate 

competencies as a result of their participation.”50 However, even some of the state’s districts that are 

furthest along with performance assessment and WSPs have yet to make significant inroads with 

experiential learning or increasing learner agency; thus, for these schools, incorporating ELOs/WLE 

learning would require development in agency and experiential learning areas. 

 

An initial design step, then, would be to assess which (if any) of the 

following learning approaches are already incorporated into your 

school model and/or state or district conditions: personalized 

learning, competency-based education, performance-based 

assessment, experiential learning (including authentic PBL or 

related approaches), and learner agency. All of these approaches 

incorporate learning, assessment, and/or student support 

components that apply when building out WLE learning — though 

you may need to enhance the existing components to ensure that 

they work for the new learning environments and the challenges 

your students will be encountering.  

 

Broader systems issues 
Several other crucial systems issues must be addressed to successfully implement WLE learning design. 

Some of these are within the control of educators designing a model; others must be addressed at a larger 

ecosystem level. These will be explored in the forthcoming MyWays WLE resource; here we highlight 

two issues likely to require attention at the ecosystem level. 

 

Evidence, assessment, and crediting of learning outcomes 

Evidence, assessment, and credit involves a range of issues related to determining what students learn 

from authentic, complex experiences in the real world: How can we best collect evidence of learning 

outcomes? Who evaluates that evidence and how? How can learners best reflect on learning in iterative 

cycles that enable them to improve their skills? Beyond assessment as and for learning, how are such 

outcomes vetted for badging, larger credentials, and high school credit? Further, will the learning 

platforms let you store performance evidence so that learners themselves — as well as colleges and 

For those eager to start thinking about 
WLE design, we heartily recommend 
reading the compact Leaving to Learn by 
Big Picture Learning’s Elliott Washor and 
Charles Mojkowski. The book combines an 
exploration of the organization’s leaving to 
learn philosophy with excellent lists of 
criteria, components, principles, policies, 
practices, and tools from one of the most 
established practitioners of WLE learning 
in the field.   

http://www.heinemann.com/products/e04604.aspx
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employers — can access that evidence over time? Collecting and crediting learning evidence in the WLE 

is an emerging art, but various initiatives are attempting to make sense of what’s out there. In our 

forthcoming WLE resource, we will summarize progress in various badging movements, portable and 

stackable credentials, high schools providing credit for WLE learning, colleges and companies that assess 

candidates based on evidence of outcomes from experiential learning, and initiatives such as those in New 

Hampshire that give credit to prior learning accomplished inside or outside traditional classrooms.51 We 

will also look at the extent to which personalized learning and related platforms can facilitate how schools 

manage wider ecosystem learning and enhance the WLE experience for students. Project Foundry and 

SchoolHack’s LiFT, for instance, are designed with PBL and WLE learning in mind, while Big Picture 

Learning’s ImBlaze platform was designed to help run internship programs so that they connect to 

academics and carry as much learning value as possible. Summit Public School’s Summit Learning 

Platform and InnovateEDU’s Cortex are also targeted at the kind of personalized, competency-based 

learning found in the WLE. 

 

New educator competencies and roles 

If educators within the school walls have yet to move from imparting knowledge to guiding student 

learning, this mindshift will need to be embraced in wider ecosystem learning. Nurturing educator support 

for a new vision can be challenging; change management for incorporating WLE learning will need to 

address this as well. Models in which WLE is fully integrated have nuanced educator recruitment, 

professional learning and practice, and a well-developed culture that engrains the value of authentic 

learning in the real world. Such models also have adapted educator roles to support both academic and 

social-emotional learning in that context. Big Picture Learning, for instance, already employs specialists 

who identify leaving to learn opportunities and establish relationships with mentors and coaches.52 In 

Report 7, we highlight schools that incorporate more adults with backgrounds in social work, psychology, 

counseling, and related fields into their core teams. Some might find Powderhouse Studio’s inclusion of a 

project manager on each learner support team surprising. However, if WLE learning continues to 

increase, we could soon see new educator roles similar to those projected by KnowledgeWorks: 

community intelligence coordinator, social capital platform developer, learning journey mentor, and 

education surveyor. Further, competency trackers could “tag and map community-based learning 

opportunities for competencies addressed”; learning naturalists could design assessments “to capture 

evidence of learning in students’ diverse learning environments and contexts”; and micro-credentialing 

analysts could “provide research-based comparative quality assurance metrics.”53 
 

More on the Wider Learning Ecosystem zones 

The opportunities for learning anytime and anywhere, through organized programs, crowd-sourced 

initiatives, civic organizations, community maker spaces, online communities of practice, and even paid 

task work that also tracks competencies developed are proliferating. So, to end this section, we return to 

the five zones of opportunity for robust WLE learning. For further examples of learning in each zone, an 

analysis of zone characteristics — including common learning experience design, key zone institutions, 

and zone-specific partnership and funding considerations — and leads to tools and resources to help 

educators engage in each zone, see the forthcoming MyWays WLE resource. 

http://www.projectfoundry.com/
http://www.schoolhack.io/lift/
http://www.bigpicture.org/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=389378&type=d&pREC_ID=950930
https://www.summitlearning.org/program/online-platform
https://www.summitlearning.org/program/online-platform
https://www.innovateedunyc.org/cortex
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School-based extracurriculars   

A high school student once said to us, “I have a different idea for flipped learning. Why can’t we flip the way we 

learn in our extracurriculars into the main parts of the school day!” Jal Mehta makes this very argument in an 

excellent blog that asserts the “periphery” of schools is often “more vital than the core.” He teases out a set of 

characteristics that differentiate a high school theater program from standard academic learning — factors such as 

external audience, apprenticeship learning from near-peers, and the development of mastery, identity, and creativity.54 

Extracurriculars cover a range of activities; those of greatest value are as fully student run as possible, and involve 

a real-world experience or task. Robert Putnam summarizes the impressive range of “measurably favorable” 

outcomes for involvement in extracurriculars, even after controlling for family income and other variables: better 

academic performance and labor market outcomes, better work habits, higher aspirations, and college attendance. 

One study showed that those consistently involved in extracurriculars were 70% more likely to go to college.55 
 

 Co-curriculars are school-based activities that align closely with curricular academic subjects, such as science 

fairs, history fairs, and model United Nations. These co-curriculars can offer many of the “periphery” benefits 

discussed above, depending on the degree of learner self-direction involved and the authenticity of the activity. 

Some science and history fair projects, for example, can provide authentic experiences of what being a scientist 

or historian is actually like (rather than just “studying” science or history), particularly if students seek out 

professionals to mentor them in their research.  
 

 Extracurriculars include theater, dance, and music productions; newspapers and literary magazines; and public 

service activities such as community action, environmental clubs, and Interact clubs. Such activities also offer 

opportunities for students to experience the benefits enumerated by Mehta above. 
 

 Business, science, and other career-oriented national extracurriculars such as DECA, Virtual Enterprises 

(VE), Junior Achievement, and First Robotics, have clubs or chapters at a range of high schools and provide an 

additional outlet for Whole Learning in a real or virtual setting. In VE, for example, simulated businesses trade 

with 5,000 other VE firms in the US and globally using a Web-based simulated banking system. 

College-based learning   

While based in structured educational institutions, college-based learning offers high school students a vital 

opportunity to expand their horizons, not just by opening up a vastly expanded set of subject learning, but also by 

offering students chances to develop more independent study skills and other Habits of Success; interact with near-

peers who can act as role-models for academic and social growth; gain access to additional adult mentors and 

brokers; and gain additional lines of sight to careers. Three of the most commonly used paths in this learning zone 

include dual enrollment, early college high schools, and individual access to credit and noncredit college offerings. 
 

 Successful dual enrollment programs, in which high school students enroll in college courses for credit from 

both institutions, require co-design, co-delivery, and co-validation by the participating high school and college 

partners, but the results for high school engagement and postsecondary success are worth it. For more on these 

outcomes, see this Jobs for the Future report, and What Works Clearinghouse summary of research and outcomes. 
 

 Early college high schools offer the opportunity to earn both a high school degree and an associate’s degree 

during the high school years. Examples here include the established Bard Early College network and the Middle 

College High School in Santa Ana, California, where the majority of seniors earn an associate’s degree before 

graduation; see also the early college design features of Jobs for the Future’s early college initiative. 
 

 Individual access to credit and noncredit bearing college courses can also benefit learners. These learners 

might range from high schoolers looking for an academic challenge or to explore a more vocationally focused 

area, to a foodie sixth grader with dyslexia taking a noncredit, all-age community college cooking course, thereby 

building career awareness, playing to his strengths, and re-energizing his learning soul. 

http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_deeply/2017/02/why_schools_already_have_good_learning_just_not_where_you_think.html?qs=jal+mehta+periphery
http://www.jff.org/sites/default/files/publications/materials/Co-Design-Co-Delivery-Co-Validation-111915.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/InterventionReports/wwc_dual_enrollment_022817.pdf
http://www.bard.edu/earlycollege/
http://www.sausd.us/middlecollege
http://www.sausd.us/middlecollege
http://www.jff.org/initiatives/early-college-designs/design-features
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Career-related learning   

The purpose of career-related learning is not to channel learners into specific career paths early (especially now that 

we can’t even predict what jobs — or, more likely, project-centered teams — will be available for our learners). 

Work is a vital part of adult life to which students today otherwise have very little access. Forming an awareness of 

broad career options helps motivate learning, while participation with adults in communities of practice enhances 

networks for social capital. There’s no better preparation for the “whitewater learning” that students will be doing in 

the future than to get out (in supported ways) into the work-based world while they can still integrate these 

experiences with school-based reflection and guidance. Career-related learning stretches from career awareness and 

exploration through career preparation and into training (for more, see Linked Learning’s Work-based Learning 

Continuum and related toolkit.) 
 

 Career awareness and exploration activities can and should start in the elementary years, bringing people in to 

talk about their work and getting students out to visit workplaces. Generation Schools Network (featured in 

Report 10) starts in sixth grade with exploratory “intensives.” The Spark Program has three progressive offerings 

to help middle school students explore themselves and potential careers.  
  

 Internships offer career exploration and preparation. Linked Learning, The National Academy Foundation, 

and Big Picture Learning (see their internship platform, ImBlaze) have all been developing their internship 

practice for years. See also these Teaching Channel videos on Deeper Learning school internships.  
 

 For learners who have identified career interests early, career preparation can take a number of forms. 

Apprenticeship opportunities for high school students are expanding. In addition, as we explore in Report 3, 

other training options including bootcamps, badges, and certificate programs. While some of these are at the 

postsecondary level or higher, others are accessible to high school students. 
 

 High school learners who do paid work, even without explicit training components, have been shown to improve 

their academic and life outcomes, provided that their work hours don’t extend beyond 15–20 hours per week.56 

Community-mediated learning   

These experiences include participation in the arts and performing arts, world languages, digital media, science, 

sports and fitness, hobbies, civic engagement, and service opportunities. Getting Smart’s Place-based Education 

Initiative has curated some excellent practice and resources relating to this zone. Such activities often offer excellent 

opportunities for learners to exercise choice and develop Habits of Success and Creative Know How.  
 

 Individual community-based learning providers include libraries, museums, parks and rec departments, 

science centers, community centers, youth centers, YMCAs, and other traditional out-of-school time (OST) 

providers, which have been joined by community-run maker spaces, robotics clubs, and urban farms. 
 

 Afterschool and other programs based on active youth development principles offer rich opportunities for 

developing the broader competencies and student agency as the programs have been targeting these qualities for 

years. (The MyWays framework incorporates youth development principles and encourages educators to learn 

from experienced youth development practitioners.) For examples, see Preparing Youth to Thrive, a field guide 

based on the practices of eight exemplar OST sites, with key program features and indicators. Youth action 

experiences, which engage learners in social justice and civic education change, can be particularly valuable.  
 

 Emerging collective networks. In response to the fragmented provision of learning opportunities, a number of 

place-based initiatives have evolved. Among others, LRNG aims to “harness the assets of a community and 

transform it into a network of seamless pathways of in-school, out-of-school, and online experiences” in over a 

dozen cities. Hive Learning Networks, in five US cities, “empowers educators to build connected learning 

experiences...” through involvement with libraries, museums, schools, and nonprofit startups, as well as with 

individuals such as educators, designers, community catalysts, and makers. Meaningful participation in a 

collective ecosystem could provide transformational leverage for incorporating WLE into school design. 

https://connectedstudios.org/url-zv1qgafyIA8wS2PgheFAG6KwcUgA0d3fFesPclgJ
https://connectedstudios.org/url-zv1qgafyIA8wS2PgheFAG6KwcUgA0d3fFesPclgJ
https://connectedstudios.org/url-zvlwjKfwKlRqX3P7h-1fUaLqZX4Ww5GZSbdZZEUB
http://generationschools.org/
http://sparkprogram.org/
http://www.linkedlearning.org/en/about/work-based-learning/
http://naf.org/our-approach/educational-design
http://www.gettingsmart.com/2016/10/personalization-and-real-world-learning-at-big-picture-schools/
http://www.bigpicture.org/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=389378&type=d&pREC_ID=950930
https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/deeper-learning-internships-bpl
https://sites.ed.gov/octae/2016/11/18/apprenticeshipworks-for-high-school/
http://www.gettingsmart.com/2017/02/what-is-place-based-education/
http://www.gettingsmart.com/2017/02/what-is-place-based-education/
https://www.selpractices.org/about
https://www.lrng.org/
https://hivelearningnetworks.org/
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Incorporating these five zones of experience expands opportunities for Whole Learning in ways that are 

essential to prepare students for an age of accelerations. To deepen this work across the full range of 

competencies in both the school setting and the Wider Learning Ecosystem, we offer a set of eight 

neuroscience-based practices we call Levers for Capability and Agency. 

 

Every day informal and formal learning  

In addition to the WLE zones mentioned above, the prospects for learning in formal and informal ways extend as far 

as curiosity itself. This zone encompasses anytime and everywhere learning, directed at any subject or outcome, 

which learners might pursue through any media or personal connection, for purposes ranging from just-in-time “need 

to know” learning to being drawn to learn a skill simply because it brings them pleasure. We highlight segments such 

as the growing prospects for online learning and the often-overlooked informal learning with family and friends.  
 

 Online learning incorporates a range of activities, including taking online courses independently or as arranged 

through one’s school; pursuing online learning for course credit, vocational certification, or just to learn 

something; taking a self-paced, unsupported course or one that offers a supported or even blended learning 

opportunity. Schools offering learners access to these options need to design their support infrastructure to ensure 

age-appropriate support for successful learning. Of course, as mentioned in Report 4, online learning can also 

include simply tapping the knowledge of others through YouTube or Quora archives. 
 

 Participation in online communities of practice offers excellent opportunities for Whole Learning based on 

real-world feedback, in addition to the potential to build social capital and create early inroads into the work/learn 

landscape. The best known examples of this currently come from programming, such as StackOverflow, a 

programming social network where participants earn badges and accumulate reputation points for their 

contributions. However, as work in different fields moves online and becomes more distributed, opportunities 

will increase in other areas as well. Also, age is not a barrier in these communities. Jaiken was a New England 

seventh grader when he joined a Minecraft server during the game’s beta release and started asking good 

questions; for more than a year, the server administrator in Florida coached him in setting up and running his own 

server for friends at his middle school. He learned not only how to run a server, but also how to manage an online 

community and interact productively with a mentor.  
 

 Informal learning with family and friends, often an overlooked set of activities, can indeed contribute greatly 

to the development of the broader, deeper MyWays competencies. The Global Family Research Project’s Finding 

Time Together: Families, Schools, and Communities Supporting Anywhere, Anytime Learning provides an 

excellent set of insights into this zone. Family responsibilities, such as looking after siblings or participating in a 

family business, often entail substantial learning — both of specific skills and of Habits of Success. And 

involvement in the interests of friends and neighbors can turn into learning activities that spark personal growth 

and even career interest.  
 

 Homeschooling and unschooling. More formal (or in many cases, simply more intentional) than the types of 

learning in the previous bullet, homeschooling continues to increase significantly in the US.57 The homeschooling 

community and organizations that serve it are rich sources for educators looking for ways to pursue more 

personalized, real-world approaches to learning. Also, lines are blurring as homeschoolers use online courses, 

apps, museum courses, and other local resources that can also be accessed by school-based students as part of 

their own learning mix. Furthermore, in some places, the walls between homeschooling and traditional schools 

are becoming more porous; see, for example, DaVinci Schools’ Homeschool Hybrid Program (two days of PBL 

at school mixed with three days of family-facilitated learning off-site) and Homeschool Collaborative Program. 
 

http://learningoutcomesassessment.org/documents/Occasional_Paper_25_final.pdf
https://pages2.act.org/riseofworkinglearners.html
https://globalfrp.org/Articles/Welcome-to-the-Global-Family-Research-Project
https://globalfrp.org/Articles/Welcome-to-the-Global-Family-Research-Project
http://www.gettingsmart.com/2012/12/8-educational-apps-for-homeschooling/
http://www.davincischools.org/
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LEARNING DESIGN CONSTRUCT 3:  Levers for Capability and Agency 

 

 

 

 

 

This section discusses the eight levers that can activate capability and agency — the two necessary 

ingredients of any broader, deeper competency (see the graphic below). Briefly introduced in Report 5, 

these levers are grounded in brain science and learning science. 

 

 In Report 5, we noted that the acquisition of capability and agency is one of the crucial developmental 

tasks for today’s apprentice-adults (adolescents). We define capability as “knowledge and the 

understanding to use it in real-world situations” and agency as “a deep and durable self, acting to shape 

one’s development and environment.” In its influential report, Education for Life and Work, the National 

Research Council (NRC) underscores that, in the 21st century, competence means “an individual becomes 

capable of taking what was learned in one situation and applying it to new situations (i.e., transfer).” As 

we have demonstrated in Part A, transfer of learning to real-world situations is increasingly challenging 

for today’s adolescents, who confront societal conditions such as the 5-5-5 Realities involving 

If teaching were the same as telling,  

we’d all be so smart we could hardly stand it.  

—Mark Twain58 
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employability, learning beyond high school, and social capital. The NRC concluded that many traditional 

forms of K-12 education produce very low levels of transfer. 

 

Report 5 went on to describe agency as a form of acting and improvising upon our environment, which is a 

process that can be learned and mastered. Often, we act and improvise through the people in that 

environment — parents and siblings at home, friends and strangers in the neighborhood, or fellow students 

and teachers at school.59 Accordingly, agency can be badly blunted by adverse life experiences that weaken 

our trust in others and our sense of control and influence over our environment and circumstance. In 

addition, agency is situational — we may feel confident and self-empowered in one arena, and uncertain 

and powerless in another. Finally, a three-part process comprises agency: the ability 1) to retrieve relevant 

prior knowledge and experience; 2) to project alternative courses of action and their likely outcomes based 

on that retrieval; and 3) to elect the course of action that judgment deems best. These same basic steps 

apply in school, work, relationships, and independent living. As the authors of Make It Stick: The Science of 

Successful Learning say: “At the root of our effectiveness is our ability to grasp the world around us and to 

take the measure of our performance.”60 Further, as Halpern, Siegel, and Steinberg each stress, the 

adolescent brain is primed for this work, but young people cannot do it alone (Report 5).61 

 

The Levers for Capability and Agency offer next generation educators guidance on interactions and 

learning experiences that are likely to help apprentice-adults acquire capability and agency. To identify 

strategies that work, we examined the growing body of evidence in cognitive psychology and 

neuroscience. Make It Stick has been of particular value. A collaboration of two cognitive psychologists, 

Henry Roediger III and Mark McDaniel, and writer Peter Brown, the book explores the neuroscience of 

learning, memory, and mastery. At the heart of this new knowledge are discoveries about creating and 

strengthening neural pathways — the more connections made and retrievals practiced, the greater our 

learning, memory, and mastery. A brief clip from the BBC documentary, The Human Body, demonstrates 

this process (3m video). 

 

Levers for Capability 

The first set of levers foster capability — the ability to apply knowledge in new real-world situations. 

Roediger, McDaniel, and Brown equate capability to mastery: 

 

“Mastery in any field, from cooking to chess to brain surgery, is a gradual accretion 

of knowledge, conceptual understanding, judgment, and skill. These are the fruits of 

variety in the practice of new skills, and of striving, reflection, and mental rehearsal. 

Memorizing facts is like stocking a construction site with the supplies to put up a house. 

Building the house requires not only knowledge of countless different fittings and 

materials but conceptual understanding of aspects like the load-bearing properties of a 

header or roof truss system, or the principles of energy transfer and conservation that will 

keep the house warm but the roof deck cold so the owner doesn’t call six months later 

with ice dam problems. Mastery requires both the possession of ready knowledge and the 

conceptual understanding of how to use it.”62 [emphasis added] 

http://learningandtheadolescentmind.org/resources_02_learning.html
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The Concept: “Recalling what you have learned causes your brain to reconsolidate the memory, which strengthens 

its connections to what you already know and makes it easier for you to recall in the future. In effect, retrieval — 

testing — interrupts forgetting…. Retrieval is most effective when it is spaced, interleaved, and varied.” (Make It 

Stick)63 

 

Discussion: Every time we retrieve information from our brain, neural pathways are strengthened. Every time we 

retrieve information in a new setting — perhaps a math concept as we are estimating the cost of groceries — that 

information becomes connected to neural pathways associated with supermarkets, personal budgeting, and mental 

math tricks. This repeated stimulation of neural pathways explains why cramming for an exam fails to produce 

durable learning — “practice that’s spaced out, interleaved with other learning, and varied produces better mastery, 

longer retention, and more versatility.”64 Practice spaced out over time provides the brain the opportunity for 

consolidation, which is then retriggered by efforts to retrieve after some forgetting, further strengthening memory.65 

Interleaving practice with other activities — like learning multiple job tasks in a spiraling fashion rather than one at a 

time — might feel confusing, “but the research shows unequivocally that mastery and long-term retention are much 

better.”66 Practice across varied settings and requirements “helps us see more nuances”67 and fosters better transfer of 

learning to new situations. Durable retrieval is one of the many levers well integrated into the Whole Learning 

approach discussed above. 

 

Resources: Make It Stick, pages 1–53. “Teaching for Mastery of Content, Skills, and Concepts,” Report 7 in Mariale 

Hardiman’s book, The Brain-Targeted Teaching Model for 21st-Century Schools.  

 

The Concept: As noted in Make It Stick, “It’s one thing to feel confident of your knowledge; it’s something else to 

demonstrate mastery…. When confidence is based on repeated performance, demonstrated through testing that 

simulates real-world conditions, you can lean into it.”68 Desirable difficulties are the short-term impediments that 

make for stronger, more durable learning and capability. 
 

Discussion: According to Make It Stick, “Learning, remembering, and forgetting work together in interesting ways. 

Durable, robust learning requires that we do two things. First, as we recode and consolidate new material from short-

term memory into long-term memory, we must anchor it there securely. Second, we must associate the material with a 

diverse set of cues that will make us adept at recalling the knowledge later. Having effective retrieval cues is an aspect 

of learning that often gets overlooked. The task is more than committing knowledge to memory. Being able to retrieve 

it when we need it is just as important.”69 Desirable difficulties, a term coined by psychologists Elizabeth and Robert 

Bjork, are the short-term impediments to learning that make the retrieval process work more effectively.70 For 

example, the fifth graders developing their CARES habits in Report 5 (Developmental Task 3) continually 

encountered short-term impediments throughout the school year. Making the brain work — through spacing, 

interleaving, variation, and escalating levels of difficulty — requires repeated but non-identical acts of retrieval from 

long-term memory that “can both strengthen the memory traces and at the same time make them modifiable again, 

enabling them, for example, to connect to more recent learning.”71 This reconsolidation process is a vital part of 

acquiring capability and mastery in real-world settings; through desirable difficulties, it is baked into Whole Learning 

Durable Retrieval  

Desirable Difficulties  

http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674729018
https://us.corwin.com/en-us/nam/the-brain-targeted-teaching-model-for-21st-century-schools/book235455
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and related forms of performance/mastery learning and real-world application common in the Wider Learning 

Ecosystem. 

 

Resources: Make It Stick, Chapter 4, pages 67–101. 

 

The Concept: Cognitive apprenticeship is learning from more experienced others in real-world (situated) settings, 

both formal and informal — through levels of peripheral participation from observation to active involvement.72 

Knowledge is shared through modeling, conversing, and coaching.73 “A major advantage of learning by cognitive 

apprenticeship as opposed to traditional [decontextualized] classroom-based methods is the opportunity to see the 

subtle, tacit elements of expert practice that may not otherwise be explicated in a lecture or knowledge-dissemination 

format.”74 Further, in apprenticeship, “the processes of thinking are visible.”75 
 

Discussion: Next generation educators can employ the cognitive apprenticeship lever to foster capability by locating 

students with real-world practitioners or more experienced near-peers. For tens of thousands of years, children and 

young people became competent in the ways of the adult world through the natural, universal process of cognitive 

apprenticeship — acquiring knowledge, physical skills, and cognitive abilities through their social proximity to adults 

and more knowledgeable others.76 When young people can observe, practice, and reflect on how adults and near-peers 

are working and interacting in authentic settings, they come to better understand the adult world, the relationship of 

knowledge, skills, and learning to that world, and the different ways they can best apply their abilities.77 As John 

Seely Brown and his colleagues emphasize, “The central issue in learning is becoming a practitioner, not learning 

about practice.”78 A century ago, young people had ample opportunities for cognitive apprenticeship — adolescent 

isolation from the adult world was not nearly as extreme as it is today. We need to dramatically reverse course: one of 

the most effective ways for young people to acquire the broader, deeper competencies they will need in the adult 

world is through the re-deployment of cognitive apprenticeship — removing the curtain between adolescence and the 

adult world, and offering the modeling, conversing, and coaching they require to learn and grow. 
 

Resources: The Cognitive Apprenticeship Model in Educational Practice by Vanessa Dennen and Kerry Burner. Two-

page summary of Situated Learning by the Faculty Development and Instructional Design Center at Northern Illinois 

University. 
 

The Concept: Successful experience in the adult world — particularly “deep inside some particular discipline, set of 

ideas, or social practice”79 — helps young people develop capability, grow in approaching and carrying out tasks, 

and map the linkages between learning, schooling, and vocation.80 Proper amounts of struggle and failure in response 

to desirable difficulties fosters a deeper understanding of the world, the value of skills and mastery, and a growth 

mindset; however, undesirable difficulties can overwhelm the beginner mind with negative consequences in the 

longer term.  
 

Discussion: The previous lever, Cognitive Apprenticeship, focuses on the benefits of learning from others in real-

world (situated) settings within school or the adult world. In contrast, Authentic Success focuses on the benefits of 

experiencing success in such settings — in a school theater or musical production, a youth action project in the 

community, or in the workplace. Success literally changes the brain far more than failure.81 The experiences that 

change lives are often successful ones, providing, according to adolescent psychologist Robert Halpern, “a self-

narrative in relation to school that supports engagement, persistence, and risk taking and that gives school personal 

Cognitive Apprenticeship  

Authentic Success  

http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674729018
http://www.aect.org/edtech/edition3/ER5849x_C034.fm.pdf
http://www.niu.edu/facdev/_pdf/guide/strategies/situated_learning.pdf
http://www.niu.edu/facdev/_pdf/guide/strategies/situated_learning.pdf
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meaning. They have to find a way to understand school as a resource, not a passport or a set of externally imposed 

obstacles.”82 Success is the proof point that one’s efforts are worthwhile. Tasting authentic success may be a new and 

important experience for many less advantaged students, such as those learning bike mechanics at an alternative high 

school in Sacramento to transform donated bikes into special gifts and proud possessions. Accordingly, creating 

conditions for authentic success is a key tenet of positive youth development.83 An important part of learning to 

succeed is working through failures and exposing our “illusions of knowing.”84 The confidence to do this is a key to 

entrepreneurs’ success, Amir Bhidé finds. Rather than study an opportunity from afar, their strategy for success is to 

dive in and swim: to immerse one’s self in a new or uncertain situation; encounter surprises and setbacks; and figure 

out ways through them, much like students working toward mastery in a Whole Learning junior version described 

earlier in this report.  

 

Resources: The Means to Grow Up: Reinventing Apprenticeship as a Developmental Support in Adolescence by 

Robert Halpern, pages 163–188. Make It Stick on failure and learning (pages 90–94) and illusions of knowing (pages 

102–130). 
 

 

Levers for agency 

A reader could argue that, in addition to building capability, Authentic Success is 

achieved when learners act on their environment, accomplish something 

meaningful, find success, and thereby experience positive reinforcement that fosters 

agency. True! Capability and agency are inexorably blended in any competence. 

Accordingly, while Authentic Success, as well as Durable Retrieval, Desirable 

Difficulties, and Cognitive Apprenticeship, clearly build capability, these same levers can also build 

agency when properly applied. The same is true in reverse. In reading the following discussion of the four 

levers for agency, it is helpful to consider how each might also build capability. 

 

Earlier (and in Report 5), we discuss the fundamentals of agency: acting and improvising upon our 

environments, feeling different levels of agency in different environments, the importance of trust and a 

sense of control, and the retrieval-projection-action process at the heart of all agency. Agency also has a 

higher dimension: it is the cornerstone of human aspiration and potential. Here, John Taylor Gatto, author 

and former New York Teacher of the Year, raises our sights: 

 

Whatever an education is, it should make you a unique individual, not a conformist: it should 

furnish you with an original spirit with which to tackle the big challenges; it should allow you to 

find values which will be your road map through life; it should make you spiritually rich, a 

person who loves whatever you are doing, wherever you are, whomever you are with; it should 

teach you what is important, how to live and how to die.85 

 

Helping set the stage for the four agency levers that follow, youth activist Roberto Rivera emphasizes that 

young people “just need someone to journey with them, to help them find that spark, and to fan that spark 

into a flame that can not only ignite their education and academic learning, but might even illuminate and 

revolutionize this world.”86  

https://www.amazon.com/Means-Grow-Reinventing-Apprenticeship-Developmental/dp/0415960320
http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674729018
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The Concept: Agency that is internal to broader, deeper competencies (“a deep and durable self, acting — through 

any given competency — to shape one’s development and environment”) is cultivated through external learning 

experiences that scaffold self-management thinking. Robust neural networks for self-management grow from the 

same learning activities described earlier: effortful retrieval through spaced, interleaved, and varied practice; 

desirable difficulties; and opportunities to disabuse illusions of knowing (all present, by the way, in Whole 

Learning). 
 

Discussion: With next generation educators in mind, we highlight here the Ready by Design report on youth 

readiness. Self-management is similar to the 10 readiness abilities at the heart of the Ready by Design framework. 

These abilities are expressed as metacognitive (agentic) statements such as, “I can apply learning in the real world 

to meet life demands” and “I can feel and express emotion appropriately and as a way to connect to others.” Each 

of the statements can be applied not only to a young person’s overall readiness, but also to the agency and 

metacognition within individual competencies (such as the Math Core or Communication & Collaboration) as a 

young person uses the competencies to navigate the work/learn landscape. In addition, Ready by Design provides 

substantial guidance on scaffolding the development of these abilities through developmental environments, 

relationships, experiences, and the ways young people use space and time. The authors present a useful cross-

disciplinary synthesis of youth readiness, identifying characteristics of best practice and describing common 

readiness traps to avoid. (For an example of scaffolding self-management, see the case of Terry Bolduc’s fifth 

graders in Report 5.) 

 

Resources: Ready by Design: The Science (and Art) of Youth Readiness and Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising 

Practices for Social & Emotional Learning, both from The Forum for Youth Investment. Foundations for Young 

Adult Success by Jenny Nagaoka, Camille Farrington, and others, from the UChicago Consortium on School 

Research. 
 

The Concept: “Children learn through developmental experiences that combine Action and Reflection, ideally within 

the context of trusting relationships with adults.”87 (Foundations for Young Adult Success) A productive form of 

retrieval practice, reflection helps create meaning and the capacity to change and adapt.88 Supported self-reflection 

means adults have created the time, safe space, responsive practices, and 

staff supports to make reflection effective in building agency in both 

learning and in navigating the work/learn landscape.89 
 

Discussion: Foundations for Young Adult Success places action and 

reflection at the heart of their developmental framework. The report’s 

Action Reflection Cycle (see the graphic at right) is an excellent entry 

point to self-reflection and its linkage to agency, describing reflection 

experiences (describe, evaluate, connect, envision, and integrate). 

Although, historically, American schools were not designed to address 

self-reflection beyond the narrow boundaries of academics, the age of 

accelerations now makes it a priority. Fortunately, educators can call on 

self-reflection practices from youth development, cultural responsiveness, 

Scaffolded Self-Management  

Supported Self-Reflection  

http://sparkaction.org/sites/sparkaction.org/files/readybydesign.pdf
https://www.selpractices.org/
https://www.selpractices.org/
https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/foundations-young-adult-success-developmental-framework
https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/foundations-young-adult-success-developmental-framework


Report 11 | Learning Design for Broader, Deeper Competencies 

MyWays Student Success Series: What Learners Need to Thrive in a World of Change 46 

critical consciousness, and trauma-informed care. One universal tool for promoting self-reflection is the Question 

Formulation Technique in Make Just One Change: Teach Students to Ask Their Own Questions.  
 

Resources: The Action Reflection Cycle section of Foundations for Young Adult Success, pages 39–52. Preparing 

Youth to Thrive: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning, pages 18–31. Make Just One Change: Teach 

Students to Ask Their Own Questions by Dan Rothstein and Luz Santana. Self-reflection is also discussed throughout 

Report 12, Assessment Design for Broader, Deeper Competencies in the MyWays Student Success Series. 
 

The Concept: “The most interesting and compelling role for vocationally oriented learning is personal. It fosters 

maturity and nurtures a sense of personal competence and of having a place in the world…. To grow up, young 

people… need what they cannot create or provide themselves: access to the ‘shared reservoir of accumulated ideas, 

skills and technologies that constitute the richness of culture and provide some scaffolding for maturing.’”90 (Robert 

Halpern)  
 

Discussion: Just six to eight generations ago, children and adolescents were immersed in the work of the family farm or 

shop, frequently co-participating with adults throughout 

the community. Over time, as Robert Epstein documents 

in Teen 2.0, social norms and regulation have contributed 

to the adolescent isolation we see today.91 If young people 

are once again going to gain agency, maturity, and 

knowledge of the world, they need not only the 

opportunity to develop capability through Cognitive 

Apprenticeship (above) but also exposure and familiarity 

— and agency — within the sociocultural dimensions of 

the adult world gained through greater observation, 

engagement, and co-participation with adults in school, 

near school, and beyond school. A few examples are noted 

in the accompanying graphic. Halpern calls on all adult 

institutions to rise to this challenge, emphasizing that “it 

takes a whole society.”92 Immersion in adult settings is 

one key aspect and benefit of creating more explicit and integrated access to the Wider Learning Ecosystem discussed 

above. 
 

Resources: Youth, Education, and the Role of Society by Robert Halpern, particularly pages 1–52. Leaving to Learn by 

Elliot Washor and Charles Mojkowski. It Takes a Whole Society by Robert Halpern. 

 

The Concept: “I do not think there is any thrill that can go through the human heart like that felt by the inventor 

[seeing] some creation of the brain unfolding to success.”93 (Nikola Tesla) When young people apply their knowledge, 

skills, and aspirations to bring something new into the world, they begin to “understand themselves as designers of 

their worlds”94 and thus develop stronger agency. Making, tinkering, and inventing can be empowered in a wide array 

of maker spaces: physical labs and shops, extracurriculars (including theater, music, and tech clubs), community youth 

action projects, gardens and nature centers, digital environments, workplaces, and classrooms. 

Immersion in Adult Settings  

Maker Empowerment  

https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/foundations-young-adult-success-developmental-framework
https://www.selpractices.org/blog/72-how-addressing-inequity-and-social-justice-correlate-to-social-emotional-learning
https://www.selpractices.org/blog/72-how-addressing-inequity-and-social-justice-correlate-to-social-emotional-learning
http://rightquestion.org/make-just-one-change/
http://rightquestion.org/make-just-one-change/
http://hepg.org/hep-home/books/youth,-education,-and-the-role-of-society
http://www.heinemann.com/products/e04604.aspx
http://www.nmefoundation.org/getmedia/747d8095-748b-4876-a3dd-ebc763796e1d/358NM-Halpern-Full
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Discussion: Adolescent psychologist Reed Larson stresses that the very nature of agency must be different in an 

uncertain, disorderly world: with less precedent and causality upon which to gauge action, young people today need to 

be highly adaptable, agile, and improvisational.95 As TED owner Chris Anderson says: “We are all designers now. It’s 

time to get good at it.”96 Maker empowerment that exercises design thinking in increasingly authentic settings is one of 

our most powerful levers for cultivating maker/improviser agency. For an inspiring demonstration of maker-driven 

agency, watch Roberto Rivera’s TEDx talk (19m video). Agency is evident when young people taste maker/inventor 

success, as MIT professor Neil Gershenfeld, a pioneer in the maker movement, describes: “Once students mastered a 

new capability, such as waterjet cutting or microcontroller programming, they had a near-evangelical interest in 

showing others how to use it. As students needed new skills for their projects they would learn them from peers and 

then in turn pass them on.”97 Agency by Design’s research shows that “maker-centered activities are situated in flexible 

and often sprawling sociocultural networks” and that learning to both draw from and give back to those networks is a 

powerful benefit — one that lends itself to utilizing the assets of the Wider Learning Ecosystem described earlier.98 We 

conclude this discussion with a key maker concept known as Papert’s Principle, named for the father of the maker 

movement, MIT polymath Seymour Papert: “Some of the most crucial steps in mental growth are based not simply on 

acquiring new skills, but in acquiring new administrative ways to use what one already knows.”99 

 

Resources: Maker-Centered Learning: Empowering Young People to Shape Their Worlds from Agency by Design at 

Project Zero. Invent to Learn: Making: Tinkering, and Engineering in the Classroom by Sylvia Libow Martinez and 

Gary Stager. For related information, see Report 8, Creative Know How — for a Novel, Complex World. 
 

 

 

These eight Levers for Capability and Agency work in harmony with Whole Learning and the 

Wider Learning Ecosystem. In a well-designed Whole Learning junior version, for example, many 

of the levers’ neural strengthening exercises are embedded in the Whole Learning design principles 

such as working on the hard parts, learning in a variety of settings, and uncovering the hidden rules. 

Similarly, acquiring and applying knowledge across the five experience zones of the Wider 

Learning Ecosystem creates ample opportunities to use the levers to deepen capability and agency. 

 

Our concluding vignette, in which you will recognize many elements of Whole Learning and 

extensive engagement with the Wider Learning Ecosystem, provides an excellent example of the 

application of all eight of the Levers for Capability and Agency.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HRQ0ffu19iY&feature=youtu.be
http://agencybydesign.org.s219538.gridserver.com/mclbook/
https://inventtolearn.com/
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Using Whole Learning, the Wider Learning Ecosystem, and Levers for Capability and Agency, along 

with other next generation learning approaches, to develop competencies needed in an age of 

accelerations brings us to the final question in the four-part MyWays Through-line: HOW do we 

gauge students’ progress in developing these competencies? How can we measure our school’s 

success beyond proficiency in math and ELA to embrace whole child development? We turn to these 

questions in the series’ final report, Assessment Design for Broader, Deeper Competencies. 
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A quick dive into broader, deeper learning design resources 

Because the purpose of the MyWays Student Success Framework is to provide a rosetta stone for thinking 

about the broader, deeper, future-ready goal-line for today’s learners, we have focused on describing that 

goal-line in conceptual terms. We also believe deeply that school designers, educators, and individual 

learners need to invest in constructing and evolving their own goal-lines within the broader framework.  
 

In doing this work, educators may find the following resources helpful:  

 

Starter Resources for  
Learning Design for Broader, Deeper Competencies 

 

This list highlights some core resources from this report, to help facilitate deeper thinking on authentic learning. 
There are separate boxes below on tools for learning design. 

Resources on Personalized and Next Generation Learning (the broad view):  

 Robert Halpern, Youth, Education, and the Role of Society: Rethinking Learning in the High School Years 

 Education Reimagined, A transformational vision for education in the US 

 LEAP Innovations, LEAP Learning framework for personalized learning 

 Next Generation Learning Challenges, About Next Gen Learning video (2m)  

Resources on Whole Learning:  

 David Perkins, Making Learning Whole: Seven Principles of Teaching Can Transform Education 

 Jal Mehta, “Schools Already Have Good Learning, Just Not Where You Think,” Learning Deeply blog, EdWeek 

 Grace Belfiore for NGLC/MyWays: “Hard to Do Well: PBL and Authentic Learning Design,” and “Embracing 
the Hard Parts: 8 Video Resources for Authentic Learning Design, Learning Deeply blogs, EdWeek 

 Thomas Markum, “How PBL Educates the Whole Child,” Edgeucation blog  

Resources on Wider Learning Ecosystem: 

 Elliot Washor and Charles Mojkowski, Leaving to Learn: How out-of-school learning increases student 
engagement and reduces dropout rates 

 Education Reimagined, A transformational vision for education in the US 

 The Aspen Institute, Learner at the Center of a Networked World 

 Digital Promise’s Education Innovation Clusters work; Hive Learning Network; and the Remake Learning 
Playbook for building learning innovation ecosystems.  

 Big Picture Learning, “Leaving to Learn” video (4m) 

Resources on Levers for Capability and Agency: 

 Peter Brown, Henry L. Roediger III, and Mark A. McDaniel, Make It Stick: The Science of Learning 

 Robert Halpern, Youth, Education, and the Role of Society 

 Vanessa Dennen and Kerry Burner, The Cognitive Apprenticeship Model in Educational Practice   

 Edward P. Clapp, Jessica Ross, Jennifer O. Ryan, and Shari Tishman, Maker-Centered Learning: Empowering 
Young People to Shape Their Worlds. 

http://hepg.org/hep-home/books/youth,-education,-and-the-role-of-society
https://education-reimagined.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/A-Transformational-Vision-for-Education-in-the-US-2015-09.pdf
http://leaplearningframework.org/
https://nextgenlearning.org/about
http://www.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0470633719.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_deeply/2017/02/why_schools_already_have_good_learning_just_not_where_you_think.html?qs=jal+mehta+periphery
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_deeply/2016/11/hard_to_do_well_project-based_learning_and_authentic_learning_design.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_deeply/2016/11/embracing_the_hard_parts_8_video_resources_for_authentic_learning_design.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_deeply/2016/11/embracing_the_hard_parts_8_video_resources_for_authentic_learning_design.html
http://pblglobal.com/blog/how-pbl-educates-the-whole-child/
http://www.heinemann.com/products/E04604.aspx
http://www.heinemann.com/products/E04604.aspx
https://education-reimagined.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/A-Transformational-Vision-for-Education-in-the-US-2015-09.pdf
https://assets.aspeninstitute.org/content/uploads/files/content/docs/pubs/Learner-at-the-Center-of-a-Networked-World.pdf
http://digitalpromise.org/initiative/education-innovation-clusters/
https://hivelearningnetworks.org/
http://remakelearning.org/playbook/
http://remakelearning.org/playbook/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lIHlyTTGg-o
http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674729018
http://hepg.org/hep-home/books/youth,-education,-and-the-role-of-society
http://www.aect.org/edtech/edition3/ER5849x_C034.fm.pdf
http://www.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-1119259703.html
http://www.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-1119259703.html
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MyWays Tools and the Mayan Worked Case Study 
 

The MyWays Toolkit, available on the Tools page of 

the MyWays website, includes simple matrix tools to 

help you reflect and promote discussion on the 

MyWays concepts, and evaluate your existing 

experiential or project-based learning practices or 

design new ones.   

 

The Toolkit also includes a worked case study that uses 

a selection of the MyWays evaluation tools to analyze 

a High Tech High middle school project on Mayan 

culture. The Mayan worked case study serves as: 
 

 one example of the kind of Whole Learning and 
authentic learning design required to address the 
competencies needed for a world of acceleration  
 

 a way of illustrating how you might use a few of 
the MyWays diagnostic/design tools with your 
educator and designer teams, and to build the will 
to transform among your fellow stakeholders  

 

Three learning design tools from the MyWays Toolkit 

We highlight here three of the MyWays learning-related tools.  They are designed to help you use the seven 

principles of Whole Learning; the characteristics of junior versions; the four MyWays domains/20 MyWays 

competencies to address the third big question in the MyWays Through-line: HOW can our learning experience 

design help students develop the broader, deeper competencies?; and the Five Assessment Strategies to 

address the fourth big question in the MyWays Through-line: HOW can our learning experience design help 

students develop the broader, deeper competencies?   

 

The first is the Whole Learning Analysis Tool. This tool helps you ask: How well do my projects reflect the 

principles of Whole Learning? The second is the Junior Version Characteristics Tool. This tool helps you ask: 

How well do my projects harness the benefits of junior versions?  The third is the Competency Correlation 

Tool. This tool helps you ask: How well do my projects map to the MyWays competencies? These three tools 

are matrices to help you evaluate and improve assessment experiences. Simple, easy-to-follow instructions for 

using the tools are provided in the toolkit. You can also use the tool instructions to run a workshop, letting your 

teachers and educational designers team up to analyze the Mayan project prior to tackling one of your own 

projects. 

 

The goal is to equip your learning design team with a reliable process for critiquing emerging authentic learning 

approaches — strengthening the extent to which you integrate student agency within your learning, moving 

the team toward more authentic and holistic tasks, while providing the relevant balance of challenge and 

supports for your students to make progress developing broader and deeper competencies. Even at a quick, 

conceptual level, these tools can flag key issues and “help change the conversation” within your team with 

respect to transforming learning design as a force for teachers to provide a more authentic experience for their  

students, as well as for learners to be able to reflect on their learning. You can also use the tool instructions to 

run a workshop, letting your teachers and educational designers team up to analyze the Mayan project prior to 

tackling one of your own projects. 

https://myways.nextgenlearning.org/tools
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Using the tools: High Tech High’s Mayan Community Project 

The Mayan Community Project is an experiential learning project developed by 

Heather (Riley) Lovell, a seventh grade teacher at a High Tech High middle school. 

We chose the project because Lovell and High Tech High offer an abundance of 

materials on the High Tech High Project website that let us share with you many 

different aspects of the experience that are relevant to the MyWays competencies 

and authentic assessment. And of course because the project provides an inspiring 

example of Whole Learning in a thoughtfully-design junior version! In Report 12 on 

assessment design, we extend the Mayan project analysis, using two assessment-

related tools to demonstrate how you can align your assessment design with the 

two key assessment shifts and Five Assessment Strategies that are introduced in 

that report. 

 

Potential tool for reflecting on whole-person competency goals 

We have received positive, early responses to the MyWays Whole-Student Competency Plot — an idea we 

borrowed from the Lumina Foundation’s Degree Qualification Profile. To enable educators to use the plot, we 

created two simple, publicly available tools in Excel that are easily customized and can be used to compare any 

two states, such as student A vs. B, school A vs. B, or, as in the example that follows, today vs. future. Two 

versions of the MyWays Whole-Student Competency Plot are available on the MyWays website, along with a 

more detailed explanation. Currently, the tool is conceptual, but some members of the NGLC network are 

interested in using learning progressions, rubrics, and scoring protocols to make it empirically driven. For 

guidance on emerging tools of this sort, see the next resource box. 
 

Tia’s competency profile today (black) and goals at graduation (purple) 

This plot illustrates a 

shortcoming that plays out 

almost every day in schools 

using the traditional, 

narrow academic metrics 

for student success. Tia (a 

fictionalized composite of 

two real students in the 

Boston area) is a complex 

learner whose natural gifts 

and competencies in Habits 

of Success and Creative 

Know How are neither 

recognized nor developed. 

Using a visual tool with a 

broader and deeper set of 

competencies enables Tia 

and her advocates to 

visualize her strengths and 

set goals for her future 

success. 

 

 

 

http://www.hightechhigh.org/projects/?name=The%20Mayan%20Community%20Project&uid=93e0ce7e7da75c460d22927419607ff2
http://myways.nextgenlearning.org/
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Guidance on Finding Tools  
for Authentic Learning Design and Implementation 

 

For tools relating to the design of project-based learning experiences, please see the organizations and links in 
the box titled “A Whole Learning Movement: High-Quality PBL” at the end of the section on learning design 
contruct 1, Whole Learning, in this report. For quality standards and other guidance tools related to Whole 
Learning opportunities in real-world learning such as internships, service-learning, and see the organizations 
and links in the relevant zones described in the section on learning design construct 2, Wider Learning 
Ecosystem. The resource box just above also introduces you to some simple MyWays matrix tools designed to 
help you evaluate the characteristics of Whole Learning and junior version characteristics within your learning 
experiences, and to assess how well these experiences map to MyWays domains or competencies. 
 
This box provides guidance on finding learning tools that help identify and support your work with, reflection 
on, and tracking of the MyWays competency domains within project-based and performance-based learning. 
These resources particularly focus on links, databases, or compendia for tools such as learning progressions, 
rubrics, and skills maps. Note that most of these can also be used for formative and performance assessment 
and are included in a similar resource box at the end of Report 12, Assessment Design for Broader, Deeper 
Competencies. 
 

We know from our beta piloting work with next generation educators that those interested in and inspired by 
the MyWays Student Success Framework are also thirsty for these kinds of practitioner tools, exemplars, and 
documentation. In some cases, practitioners may be tempted to latch onto tools and use them without the 
internal mindset-changing and learning-model-revising work required for successful implementation; we 
caution against this! We also realize, however, that many thoughtful developers and practitioners want and 
need to see more concrete exemplars and tools to better understand the broader, deeper goal-line; to help 
work through their own approach; and to help plan and implement their assessment activities — which is why 
we provide these links. Note that MyWays and Next Generation Learning Challenges do not endorse any 
specific tools for assessment or curriculum planning — and particularly urge practitioners to ensure that tools 
they use are compatible with authentic, holistic learning. 

 

Tools 
 

 The Institute for the Future of Learning’s open source tool repository 

As part of the Institute for the Future of Learning project (which produced the excellent report, Assessing 
the Learning that Matters Most), Julie Wilson created a database of learning progressions, rubrics, and 
tasks on the 4Cs and on self-assessment and social-emotional learning. The tools were provided by EL 
Education, New Tech Network, High Tech High, Mount Vernon, Two Rivers Public Charter School, Sanborn 
Regional School District in New Hampshire, Catalina Foothills, Science Research Academy, and KIPP 
Socratic Seminar — more than 75 documents in all. The tools are searchable by topic, school model, and 
grade level, and can be found on this beta website. 
 

 EdLeader21’s 4C’s Rubrics 

This is a nationally vetted set of rubrics for the 4Cs from EdLeader21. The master set of 4Cs rubrics covers 
grades 3–4, 7–8, and 11–12 can be purchased from EdLeader21, but you can see adapted versions in links 
from this blog by Ken Kay, EdLeader21’s CEO, who noted that, “The rubrics are a great resource on their 
own, but you and your teachers can also adapt them to your needs. For example, some of our districts 
have modified the rubrics and associated learning targets to make them student-friendly.” 

 

 The Buck Institute rubrics for the 4Cs in a PBL context  

These rubrics describe what 4Cs good practice looks like, specifically in the project-based learning (PBL) 
context, with different sequenced rubrics for K–2, 3–5, and 6–12. Critical Thinking and the “Process” 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/52c8c03fe4b0da03983675b4/t/5653bcaae4b0bd925c080e46/1448328362680/IFL+Report_rev_11.18.15+%282%29.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/52c8c03fe4b0da03983675b4/t/5653bcaae4b0bd925c080e46/1448328362680/IFL+Report_rev_11.18.15+%282%29.pdf
http://www.ifldb.org/database-all/
http://www.edleader21.com/order.php
http://my.aasa.org/AASA/aasa/Engage/Letter_to_Ollie_s_Superintendent/Letter_to_Ollies_Superintendent__Focus_on_Assessment.aspx
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://drive.google.com/folderview?id%3D0B9c0ul7D5n6Qa3ZCbDVkbFJOM0k%26usp%3Dsharing%26tid%3D0B9c0ul7D5n6QbDJtUXlnVUdvQWs&sa=D&ust=1456780255654000&usg=AFQjCNGxltg20E811h-USujplMe7A_rjsQ
http://northsalemschools.org/Assets/District_Mission/Understanding_Yourself_As_A_Problem_Solver--_List_Of_Behaviors.pdf
http://www.bie.org/objects/cat/rubrics
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section of Creativity & Innovation are organized by the four phases of a typical project. The Presentation 
Rubric is used only in a project’s last phase, when students share their work with a public audience. 
Collaboration is relevant to all phases. See this blog for more on how to use these rubrics. 

 

 P21 21st Century Skills Maps 

These 21st Century Skills Maps address how to implement learning models that integrate the 4Cs into core 
academic content mastery. 4Cs skills maps are available for math, science, social studies, geography, 
English, languages, and arts; ICT skills maps are available for social studies, English, and math. Each skills 
map provides examples of the types of skills that are appropriate for 4th, 8th, and 12th grade levels. 

 

 

 The Center for Innovation in Education (CIE) and Educational Policy Improvement Center 
(EPIC)’s Essential Skills and Dispositions Developmental Frameworks 
This set of developmental frameworks covers collaboration, communication, creativity, and self-direction 
in learning. The frameworks define five components inherent to each skill and describe performance for 
each component across a beginner to emerging expert progression, informed by research on the 
development of expertise. Unlike discipline-specific learning progressions and rubrics, the developmental 
progressions reflect components essential to the skill itself and describe growth dependent on many years 
of active exploration, experimentation, setbacks, and reflection.  

 

 New Tech Network’s learning outcomes, rubrics, and college-ready assessments 
New Tech Network (NTN), working with Envision and the Stanford Center for Assessment, Learning, and 
Equity (SCALE), created open-source learning outcomes and rubrics related to: knowledge and thinking in 
different core subject areas; agency; collaboration; and oral and written communication. These tools are 
used in NTN’s curriculum-embedded performance assessments called College Readiness Assessments. The 
network also offers a three-part Student Literacy video series (10–15m each) that guides users through the 
delivery of workshops focused on the creation of high-quality tasks, looking at student work, and the use 
of the knowledge and thinking rubrics (including the difference between grading and scoring). 
 

 Two Rivers Public Charter School’s resources  
Two Rivers Public Charter School, a high-performing EL Education School, hosts its own excellent 
professional sharing site, Learn with Two Rivers. Its tasks and rubrics that address critical thinking, problem 
solving/“expert thinking,” collaboration, and communication are currently being curated in this separate 
Deeper Learning Assessment folder. For a public share of excellent resources on working with Habits of 
Success (Valor’s Compass program) by this thoughtful MyWays Community of Practice member, see links 
to over a dozen resources in their “Working the Compass” Resource Guide, Summer 2017. 
 

http://www.bie.org/blog/how_to_use_the_4cs_rubrics
http://www.p21.org/our-work/resources/for-educators#SkillsMaps
http://www.epiconline.org/essential-skills-and-dispositions-development-frameworks/
https://newtechnetwork.org/resources/ntn-student-learning-outcomes-rubrics/
https://newtechnetwork.org/resources/new-tech-college-ready-assessment-faqs/
https://newtechnetwork.org/resources/student-literacy-series/
https://eleducation.org/
http://www.learnwithtworivers.org/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1KpN5CqiFCny5EAYdLEHcl9_I1YRGxCm7kYL8PhZn-pw/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ftSxueh1DTH8IImOiLryhGPOqG9A6HNfuNMuTWNFs_Y/edit
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