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Opening Inquiry: 

What words would you use to describe your 
own learning over the past 18 months?





"The most important lesson from 
2020-21 is the reminder that deep and 
powerful learning only happens when 
it’s relevant, real-world, collaborative, 
driven by inquiry and passion, and 
shared transparently.” 

9 BIG Questions Ebook



Our thesis: 

Leading an independent school in a post-
pandemic world must center wellness, 
relevance, justice, sustainability. 

This requires truth-telling, an explorer’s 
mindset, and hope. 



Part 1: New Contexts
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We’re in-between stories. 

In a “liminal state” 







“Liminal experiences are disturbing and disruptive, 
but they also represent potent opportunities for 
reflection, discovery, and even reinvention.”



A “hinge moment”



“This is the task of education today: to 
confront the almost unimaginable design 
challenge of building an educational system 
that provides for the re-creation of 
civilization during a world system transition. 
This challenge brings us face-to-face with 
the importance of education for humanity 
and the basic questions that structure 
education as a human endeavor.” 

Zachary Stein 
Education in a Time Between Worlds



Infodemic

Which of these is not a problem of education?



Infodemic

Which of these will not be solved by education?



“Things are not getting worse, they are getting 
uncovered. We must hold each other tight and 
continue to pull back the veil… 
So, what feels new is the unveiling; the heaviness 
is the increasing weight of the truth becoming 
undeniable as more people believe it.” 
adrienne maree brown 



What’s been uncovered is that in 
many ways, schools were built for a 
world that no longer exists.



It’s not 1919. 



This isn’t even 2019 anymore. 



Right now, we have urgent, difficult 
choices to make. 





“Historically, pandemics have forced 
humans to break with the past and imagine 
their world anew. This one is no different. It 
is a portal, a gateway between one world 
and the next. We can choose to walk 
through it, dragging the carcasses of our 
prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our data 
banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and 
smoky skies behind us. Or we can walk 
through lightly, with little luggage, ready to 
imagine another world.  

And ready to fight for it.”
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A time for exploration.



“What we need are 
narratives of explorers, 

rather than narratives of 
true believers. The 

narratives of explorers 
emphasize the 

opportunity to learn and 
grow by constantly 

framing new questions 
and embarking on 

quests to gain new 
insight through action. 

They focus on the 
possibilities to be 

discovered rather than 
the certainties to be 

recovered.” 
John Hagel



“Fearless Inquiry” 



Fearless Inquiry requires truth-telling.



Part 2: Old Truths



So, let’s do some uncovering and truth-
telling about learning.



“And What do YOU  
Mean by Learning?” 
~Seymour Sarason



“Is it not noteworthy that the word or 
concept of learning probably has the 
highest of all word counts in the diverse 
literatures in education and yet when people 
are asked what they mean by learning they 
are taken aback, stammer or stutter, and 
come up with a sentence of two which they 
admit is vague and unsatisfactory.”  

Seymour Sarason 
And What Do YOU Mean By Learning?



“Productive learning  
is where the process 
engenders  and 
reinforces wanting to 
learn more. 

Absent wanting to 
learn, the learning 
context is 
unproductive.” 
-Seymour Sarason 
And What Do YOU Mean by Learning?



Learning is natural. 



Schools are not. 





“Any wildlife biologist knows that an animal in a zoo 
will not develop normally if the environment is 
incompatible with the evolved social needs of its 
species. But we no longer know this about ourselves. 
We have radically altered our own evolved species 
behavior by segregating children artificially in same-
age peer groups instead of mixed-age communities, by 
compelling them to be indoors and sedentary for most 
of the day, by asking them to learn from text-based 
artificial materials instead of contextualized real-world 
activities, by dictating arbitrary timetables for learning 
rather than following the unfolding of a child’s 
developmental readiness. Common sense should tell 
us that all of this will have complex and unpredictable 
results.” 

Carol Black 
“A Thousand Rivers”



“Collecting data on human learning based on 
children’s behavior in school is like collecting 
data on killer whales based on their behavior 
at Sea World.” 
Carol Black 
“A Thousand Rivers”



What are the conditions for deep and 
powerful learning?

B

What are the conditions for deep and 
powerful learning?



What we always say:



Safe learning environment 
Personal investment 

Real world application 
Fun 

Relevance to their lives 
Social 

Interesting questions 
Positive learning environment 

Belonging 
Real audience 

Passion 
Teachers/Mentors 

Feedback 
Autonomy and agency 

Challenging 
Cross-disciplines 

Not time constrained 
Flow



What we never say:



Sitting in rows 
45/60/88 minute blocks 

Discrete curriculum 
One subject area focus 

Age grouped co-learners 
No real world application 

Teacher controlled 
Someone else’s questions 
Standardized assessments 

Emphasis on grades 
Carrots and sticks 

No choice/no agency 
Lack of relevance 

“Handing it in” 
Limited access
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“Normal” needs interrogation.



We want to “get back to normal,” but what is 
“normal” in schools anyway?



We want to “get back to normal,” but what is 
“normal” in schools anyway? Truthfully.



"Normal" in schools is: 



"Normal" in schools is: 

*curriculum that is forgotten as soon as the test is over. 
*kids learning how to get a good grade over everything else. 
*a "lesson" rather than a discovery. 
*unnatural segregation by age. 
*chunks of time that interrupt the flow of learning. 
*silos of knowledge that rarely connect. 
*competition over cooperation / collaboration 
*one answer. 
*inequitable access to modern learning tools. 
*increasing infringement on privacy. 
*an emphasis on teaching not learning. 
*a lack of relevance to the modern world. 
*White, male explorers, scientists, authors, and histories. 
*anxious, stressed, depressed children. 
*an increasing illiteracy to recognize misinformation. 
*self-worth as measured by numbers. 
*power over as opposed to power with. 
*the quality of education is dependent on your wealth.
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*unnatural segregation by age. 
*chunks of time that interrupt the flow of learning. 
*inequitable access to modern learning tools. 
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Why would we want to “go back” to normal?



And yet, we continue to choose “normal.” 





The story of “normal” is already changing.







87% of teens own an iPhone*

(* 10,000 surveyed)





The narrative (the arc) of education is 
shifting.



Traditional narrative of education: 



Traditional narrative of education:  

Go to school, play by the rules, work hard, get good 
grades, ace the tests, go to a good college, get a good 
job.  

Education is explicit, competitive, and required. 





Traditional narratives of eduction.  

disciplines and age groups 
play by the rules 
learning is an event 
ranking and sorting 
grammar school, high school, college, job 
privilege  
public good to private good

Shifting narrative of education: collaborative, and desired. 



Traditional narratives of eduction.  

disciplines and age groups 
play by the rules 
learning is an event 
ranking and sorting 
grammar school, high school, college, job 
privilege  
public good to private good

Shifting narrative of education:  

Create your own school, develop your passion, learn how 
to learn, develop skills, find and solve real problems.  

Education is tacit, impactful, collaborative, and desired. 









B

whoyouknow.org/measurement-report/





967,734 unique credentials in the United States, 
organized in 16 categories delivered through four types 
of education and training providers—postsecondary 
educational institutions, Massive Open Online Course 
(MOOC) providers, non-academic organizations, and 
secondary schools.





“Education for a global citizenry…intrinsic 
rather than extrinsic motivation…students 
design their own curriculums…teacher as co-
learner…wellbeing of students…innovation…”



“Sustainability, inclusion, and innovation are the 
rough consensus across generations of what a 
lifelong learner should focus on.”



Part 3: So, what is the way forward?



We are in a moment of deep uncertainty, 
anxiety, and stress that is humanity-wide.



Infodemic







The path forward is a choice.



“Who do you choose to be for this time? Are 
you willing to use whatever power and 
influence you have to create islands of 
sanity that evoke and rely on our best 
human qualities to create, relate, and 
persevere? Will you consciously and bravely 
choose to reclaim leadership as a noble 
profession that creates possibility and 
humaneness in the midst of increasing fear 
and turmoil?” 

~Margaret Wheatley, Who do We Choose to Be? Facing 
Reality, Claiming Leadership, Restoring Sanity



“Islands of Sanity”



Finding ways to make a difference with the realization that the level of 
scale and the work that is possible right now is contained. Places where 
people can remember what it was like to be a good human being.

“Islands of Sanity”



“Fearless inquiry”



"Questions that have the power to 
make a difference are ones that engage 
people in an intimate way, confront 
them with their freedom, and invite 
them to co-create a future possibility." 
-Peter Block, Community



bigquestions.institute



9 BIG Questions Schools Must Answer to 
Avoid Going “Back to Normal” 

What is sacred? 
What is learning? 
Where is the power? 
Why do we _____? 
Who is unheard? 
Are we literate? 
Are we ok? 
Are we connected? 
What’s next?
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In this “portal” moment, to create 
“Islands of Sanity,” we might choose to:



Play more

Expand freedom and agency
Tell different stories

Talk less, listen more

Grade less, test less (if at all)

Live a coherent, shared definition of learning

Flatten power

Seek and tell truths

Center equity and justice

Create space and time for reflection

Practice self care

Seek cooperation over competition

Pursue positive contribution for the world, with the world

Love

Deepen relationships

Act with hope

Do work that matters



“Historically, pandemics have forced 
humans to break with the past and imagine 
their world anew. This one is no different. It 
is a portal, a gateway between one world 
and the next. We can choose to walk 
through it, dragging the carcasses of our 
prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our data 
banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and 
smoky skies behind us. Or we can walk 
through lightly, with little luggage, ready to 
imagine another world.  

And ready to fight for it.”



"What's needed is education for a 22nd 
century. Not to prepare for the 22nd century, 
but to get us there.  

What will differentiate 22nd century education 
is its intention to develop in all youth an 
egalitarian mindset. If we are to survive as a 
species, education on a global scale must 
develop in youth the disposition to act more 
toward the common good than toward 
individual gain or group hegemony."   

~Dr. Anthony Jackson “Teaching Truth to Power”, Asia Society 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As educators, we face an epic design 
challenge in a moment that is filled with 
both danger and opportunity.



Opportunity

Crisis

Danger



“Hope is  
a discipline.  
It’s a commitment  
to the future  
that must  
manifest action.”  

Mariame Kaba



So, what will you carry through the portal, what will you 
leave behind, and what will you create anew?



BigQuestions.Institute 

homa@bigquestions.institute  
will@bigquestions.institute


