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PART I 
INTRODUCTION 

Part 1 introduces Project Zero (Chapter 1), outlines the methods used in this report (Chapter 2), 
and discusses how educators learn about Project Zero (Chapter 3).  
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Chapter 1
What is Project Zero and Why This Report? 

In 1967, a small, non-profit start-up think-tank was founded at the Harvard Graduate School of 
Education (HGSE).  

Two things are surprising about this event. First, the founder, Nelson Goodman, was a formidable 
analytic philosopher, an unlikely player in a graduate school of education. Second, this think-tank 
was henceforth to be called Project Zero—a name that was completely opaque. 

Here’s how an analytic philosopher, who had scarcely delved into the philosophy of education, 
found himself at a school of education. To begin with, Nelson was very interested in the arts and 
aesthetics: he was married to an artist, he was an art collector, and at one time ran an art gallery.  
Theodore Sizer, then the dean of HGSE and son of a fine arts professor, welcomed an initiative on 
arts education at the school. Nelson had shifted from the philosophy department of the University 
of Pennsylvania to that of Brandeis University in suburban Boston. As related in Howard Gardner’s 
2013 personal history of PZ, and in his other writings (Gardner, 2020, 2024), Nelson really wanted 
a position in Harvard’s philosophy department (where he had done both undergraduate and 
graduate study), and they wanted him. But these things take time. And so it was tacitly understood 
that Nelson would take a “holding” position at HGSE until a tenured position in Harvard’s 
philosophy department came through. 

Once Nelson had come to Harvard, he brought on board two research assistants to work with him 
on an arts education initiative. In 1967, he hired David Perkins—then a doctoral student in 
mathematics and artificial intelligence at MIT studying perceptual psychology. At the same time, he 
hired Howard Gardner—then a graduate student in developmental psychology at Harvard. Nelson 
hired David after a recommendation from his friend Paul Kolers, whom he had met at the Center 
for Cognitive Science. Paul was a psychologist focusing on perception at MIT with whom David had 
studied. 

Howard relates how he got hired as follows. He had found himself frustrated because the field of 
developmental psychology had paid so little attention to artistic development – in contrast to, for 
example, development in memory, attention, language, mathematics, or logical, scientific 
reasoning. When he learned by coincidence that a philosopher at Brandeis was looking for research 
assistants for a project in the arts, he eagerly drove out to Waltham for an interview. When Nelson 
asked him what philosophers he had read, Howard mentioned Maurice Merleau-Ponty—causing 
Nelson, who disliked phenomenology, to roll his eyes. But when Howard added that he had also 
read Susanne Langer (a philosopher of symbol systems), Nelson smiled and said, “Well, that’s 
another story.” 

For both David and Howard, meeting Nelson was life-changing. The trio of Nelson, as ably assisted 
by Howard and David, turned out to be exceptional—three broad and deep thinkers willing to ask 
new and wide-ranging questions.  
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And here’s how Project Zero (henceforth, PZ) got its surprising name. Nelson determined that the 
focus of his new little research group was to be the theoretical and empirical study of thinking and 
learning in the arts. Having spent a year at Jerome Bruner’s Center for Cognitive Studies at 
Harvard, he had become familiar with research in the then-new field of cognitive psychology—and 
he once quipped that the most interesting branch of philosophy was cognitive psychology. Just one 
year after moving to HGSE, in 1968, he published a pathbreaking book on aesthetics, Languages of 
Art: An Approach to a Theory of Symbols, which for many years members of Project Zero referred to 
as “The Bible.” 

On the final page of Languages of Art, Nelson wrote something that helps to explain the name 
Project Zero: 

Once the arts and sciences are seen to involve working with—inventing, applying, reading, 
transforming, manipulating—symbol systems that agree and differ in certain specific ways, we can 
perhaps undertake pointed psychological investigation of how the pertinent skills inhibit or 
enhance one another; and the outcome might well call for changes in educational technology. Our 
preliminary study suggests, for example, that some processes requisite for a science are less akin to 
each other than to some requisite for an art. But let us forego foregone conclusions. Firm and 
usable results are as far off as badly needed; and the time has come in this field for the false truism 
and the plangent platitude to give way to the elementary experiment and the hesitant hypothesis. 

At last: the name. Nelson loved to be provocative. In view of the lack of “firm and usable results” 
about the ways in which individuals become involved in artistic activities and practices and gain 
knowledge and skills, he called his new organization Project Zero. Later he elaborated more 
directly: “We found at once that we had to begin almost at zero, with basic theoretical studies into 
the nature of art and of education” (Goodman, 1988, p. 1). 

At its founding and ever since, PZ has conducted its work without an endowment. It relies entirely 
on government grants, foundation grants, and private donors for its operations. PZ receives no 
funding from Harvard, and in fact pays overhead both to Harvard University and to the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education. It has never sought to commercialize the ideas it develops. Many 
other educational research organizations, in contrast, create products that can be sold, or they 
carry out studies that can be used by commercial entities. Those few research organizations with 
substantial endowments or assured annual incomes have more flexibility than does PZ in their 
activities and initiatives. At PZ, when the funded time period of a project is over, the project is no 
longer active. However, via the vehicles of dissemination described in Chapter 3, educators can 
find out about PZ’s many projects, including those no longer active. 

The Early Years 
Nelson, Howard, and David were an interdisciplinary group representing, respectively, philosophy, 
psychology, and perceptual psychology. Both Howard and David came to consider themselves 
cognitive psychologists, but neither stayed in their own lanes, venturing broadly outside the 
traditional topics and methods of their fields. They went on to make PZ even more 
interdisciplinary, convening stellar thinkers in various fields: Rudolf Arnheim, psychologist of art 
and art education; Jeanne Bamberger, musician studying children’s conceptions of the sound and 
structure of music; Norman Geschwind, neurologist studying the structure and function of the 
brain with particular focus on cognition; Vernon Howard, philosopher of aesthetics; John Kennedy 
and Paul Kolers, perceptual psychologists; Diana Korzenik, historian of art education; and Barbara 
Leondar, scholar of narrative. In its early years, Nelson convened a series of memorable “lecture-
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performances” at HGSE in which artists explained and demonstrated how they worked in their 
respective art forms, including photography, poetry, theater, opera, dance, and mime. 
  
The initial focus of PZ was on conceptual and theoretical analyses of the nature of the arts and 
artistic symbols, and what learning and cognition in the arts would mean. Goodman argued against 
a false dichotomy between the arts as a realm for feeling and the sciences as a realm for thinking, 
noting that participation in both the arts and sciences requires “inventing, applying, reading, 
transforming, manipulating symbols systems” (Goodman, 1976, p. 265). At the time, Goodman’s 
claim that the arts are cognitive activities was new and not widely accepted. Indeed, it was 
sometimes severely criticized – even lampooned – by those who considered the arts to be matters 
of feeling and emotion. Some feared that the arts would be distorted or even destroyed by 
systematic investigations. By the time of this writing, though, the cognitive view has become an 
important part of debate and discussion for arts educators, and perhaps more so in Europe than in 
the US. 

In 1971, Nelson, by then a member of Harvard’s philosophy department, felt that PZ was well 
launched. He was ready to hand over the reins and let others do the fund raising. “You can have the 
project,” he told Howard and David, neither one of them yet 30 years old. And so, David became the 
sole director in 1971, joined in 1972 by Howard. They led the organization for 28 years, followed 
by Steve Seidel in 2000, Shari Tishman in 2008, Daniel Wilson in 2014, and Liz Dawes Duraisingh 
and Carrie James in 2023. As of the fall of 2025, all of the former directors have remained an 
integral part of PZ (rather than retiring or moving on to some other organization). Such loyalty 
speaks to the strong bonds these former directors have to the values of PZ and to the organization 
itself. For the remainder of his life, Nelson remained a fan—though sometimes a critical fan—of PZ. 
Much honored both in the US and abroad, he died in 1998. 

In the first few years of PZ there were just Nelson, Howard, David, and a handful of students and 
research assistants (I was one of those research assistants.) As of this writing, in the spring of 2025, 
there are 18 active projects, 14 Principal Investigators (PIs), 17 Project Managers (PMs), 20 
employees serving as research assistants or administrators, and a number of part-time student 
research assistants. PIs are researchers with doctorates who can officially apply for grant funding. 
PMs are researchers without doctorates who manage research projects. Often PIs and PMs work 
together as equals. PZ has been able to survive, to grow, to become part of the educational 
research landscape by staying current with evolving thinking in the fields of learning and thinking, 
and thereby developing ideas, questions and approaches that funders are willing to support and 
that educators are motivated to learn about and often to adopt. 
  
Many PZ PIs and PMs have spent their entire careers at PZ, often starting out as research 
assistants. The hiring of research assistants and PMs is decided on with PZ leadership, but the 
status of PI is allotted only to those with doctorates. That status must be approved by both the PZ 
Executive Committee and HGSE leadership.   
  
Research assistants are often hired from those master’s or doctoral students at HGSE who become 
interested in PZ and are invited to intern on a project. Many have had experience teaching in K-12 
schools. Often these research assistants go on to become PMs. Those who go on to get a doctorate 
may become PIs. As discussed in Chapter 3, PZ has also offered various courses at HGSE, and these 
are also ways of recruiting interested students after observing how they performed in class. 
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In 2020, a survey of individuals who had worked at PZ was conducted to investigate the impact of 
PZ on these researchers’ lives. Many described ways in which PZ’s values, ethos, and/or community 
had influenced their work and lives. As stated in the report, they recalled the positive atmosphere 
at PZ—a combination of talking, discussing, processing, arguing, researching, and writing; a concern 
with the minutiae of research but also the big questions; and responsible mentoring, ranging from 
the training of specific skills to the ways in which “old-timers” navigate the landscape of research, 
fund raising, relation to the University, and to one’s close colleagues. 

The Psychology Years 
With the new co-directors in the early 1970s, PZ took a turn towards psychology and empirical 
research. David led the “cognitive skills” group in conducting basic research on visual perception, 
perception of aesthetic aspects in the visual arts, and “process-tracing” studies of poets and artists 
creating. In one project, for example, David and members of his research team asked poets and 
painters to speak aloud in a stream of consciousness as they worked. By uncovering the ideas and 
associations that led up to an eventual artistic breakthrough, David demystified the idea of the 
sudden creative breakthrough appearing “out of the blue” like a flash of inspiration. These findings 
and others are described in his 1981 book, The Mind’s Best Work.  

Howard led the “developmental” group in studying the development of artistic and other symbolic 
abilities in children. Two examples of studies by the developmental group: 

Howard and Dennie Wolf led a project on early symbol use following nine young children over 
several years in seven domains: language (storytelling and metaphor), pretend play, number, music, 
dance and movement, two-dimensional representation (drawing and mapping), and three-
dimensional representation (clay and block-building).  

In a study of the development of children’s drawings from preschool through the elementary school 
years, Howard and I documented a “U-shaped curve” in artistic development, with artistic 
creativity at its height in early childhood, declining in middle childhood, only to rise again after 
adolescence in those who go on to become artists, musicians, writers, etc. (Gardner & Winner, 
1982; Winner & Gardner, 1981). 

While leading the developmental group, Howard concurrently held a research position in the 
Aphasia Research Center of the Veterans Administration Hospital in Boston, where he studied the 
breakdown of the same kinds of artistic and symbol using processes whose development he was 
studying at PZ. For example, in a 1983 chapter called “Missing the Point,” Howard and colleagues 
showed that the right hemisphere of the brain, usually considered the non-language hemisphere, is 
crucial in understanding metaphor and getting the gist of a story. These two lines of work 
(development and breakdown) coalesced in the theory of multiple intelligences (MI), published in 
Frames of Mind (Gardner, 1983), the work for which Howard is best known. 

The Turn Towards Education 
In the 1980s, PZ’s focus shifted significantly from empirical research in psychology of the arts to 
multi-disciplinary approaches to education—not only education in the arts but education writ large. 
Thus PZ became an education research lab, comparable in some ways to labs such as the Learning, 
Research and Development Center (LRDC) at the University of Pittsburgh, CEMREL (Central 
Midwestern Regional Education Lab) which focused on aesthetic education (no longer in 
existence), or the ten regional education labs long funded by the Institute of Education Sciences 
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(IES) with the goal of school reform. PZ shares with these labs the ambition to develop new 
approaches to education and the effort to promulgate these approaches in various ways. 

The Influence of Progressive Education on PZ 
Whether explicitly or not, PZ’s educational philosophy draws on John Dewey’s progressive 
educational philosophy as it emerged in the US early in the 20th century (cf. Dewey (1916). The 
progressive revolution in education entailed a wholesale rejection of the transmission model of 
learning, where the teacher transmits knowledge to students who must memorize what has been 
transmitted. Progressivism favors instead an inquiry-based, constructivist model of learning where 
students actively construct knowledge for themselves as they engage in inquiry often in 
collaborative, interdisciplinary projects. Borrowing the words of psychologist Jerome Bruner, a 
long-time friend and advocate of the organization: PZ’s projects ask that students go “beyond the 
information given” (the title of Bruner’s 1973 book) to construct their own understanding. 

PZ’s Contribution to Progressive Education 
Often, despite their best intentions and robust beliefs, educators who value the goals of 
progressive education need scaffolding in order to move beyond the direct instruction, 
transmission model of education to a constructivist model. PZ research makes two key 
contributions to help educators carry out progressive education. 

First, PZ research brings a sharp analytic focus to concepts such as intelligence, thinking, 
understanding, documentation of learning, ethical thinking, interdisciplinarity, and other educational 
terms and buzzwords. 

Second, PZ has created frameworks rather than curricula.  

What is a framework? By framework, I mean a research-informed, cohesive structure to support 
teaching with certain goals in mind, (e.g., goals such as creating a culture of thinking, expanding 
awareness of other cultures, learning to think like an artist, and so on). PZ frameworks are not 
curricula with specific content (like a social studies curriculum). Instead, they are overall structures 
with tools that teachers can use. PZ frameworks are flexible enough that teachers can adapt them 
to their own circumstances. Long-time PZ member Mindy Kornhaber offered this analogy: 

An educational framework is something like an architectural plan or a blueprint for a house. The 
house can be finished in many different ways depending on the circumstances, e.g., the work crew, 
needs of those who will live there, local weather, and building site. Or it’s something like a chord 
progression in jazz, which specifies some parts of the composition and allows for improvisation 
depending on the players. 

PZ frameworks are designed to support educators in moving away from a transmission-based 
model of teaching. Such a reorientation can be difficult for those working within a system that 
limits them or pushes them in one direction or another. PZ frameworks help educators translate 
progressive education theory and concepts into accessible and workable practice. These 
frameworks also help educators make sure students are thinking rigorously and deeply. In short, 
PZ frameworks help make progressive education rigorous as well as progressive. 

Here are just a few of these frameworks: 
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That is, professional development should involve teachers in the very kind of learning that the 
professional developers are championing. Only when professional development changes teachers’ 
experiences of learning will they be able to teach their students in this new way. 
  
When teachers are simply told about a new way to teach, they are unlikely to adopt the new 
approach in any genuine way. In a 2020 blog, Larry Cuban described the difference between 
reform talk and what teachers really do as follows:  
  

Perhaps the pendulum is the wrong image to capture the differences between reform talk and 
what happens in classrooms. Perhaps the metaphor of a hurricane is better. The hurricane whips 
up twenty-foot high waves agitating the surface of the ocean yet fathoms below the surface fish 
and plant life go undisturbed by the uproar on the ocean’s surface. 
  

Alongside involving educators in the development and use of the PZ frameworks, the frameworks 
are introduced with an explanation of the why (why this framework is useful) and the how (how to 
use them). Frameworks provide a practical structure but leave room for educators to make their 
own decisions about how to use them. In a PZ professional development workshop, teachers are 
encouraged to adapt what PZ offers in a way that fits their particular students’ needs and contexts. 
And PZ provides feedback on their adaptations. Long-time PZ member Tina Blythe calls this 
adaptation with integrity—teachers adapt the frameworks but keep the essential core ideas. 
 
This approach to professional development has been endorsed by leading education researchers. 
They recognize that for any new approach to be internalized, it must be interpreted by those who 
will put it into practice (Cuban, 1998; McLaughlin, 1987). Tyack and Cuban (1995, p. 64), refer to 
the way schools shape reforms as teachers using “their ‘wisdom of practice’ to produce pedagogical 
hybrids.” 
  
And this is what David Perkins and Jim Reese, a long-time PZ colleague, have observed about PZ 
professional development:   
  

In our experience, teachers are more likely to warm to frameworks they can adapt to their 
personal styles and circumstances. It’s not just adjusting yourself to the clothing, but also adjusting 
the clothing to yourself! (2014, pp. 42-3) 

  
Over the years, we have collaborated with, and had an influence on, some of the best schools in the 

world: The Riverside School in India, deeply influenced by PZ ideas, was voted the World’s Best 
School for Innovation in 2023; the former Key School in Indianapolis, based on multiple 

intelligences (where Robin Houdek, a former student, and daughter of a Key School teacher, was 
voted Best Teacher in Indianapolis in 2023); the New City School in St. Louis, based on multiple 

intelligences; the Reggio Emilia schools in Northern Italy; and the Montserrat Schools, with the 
original one in Barcelona, among others.   

  
School leaders who approach PZ for help are typically educators looking for innovative new ideas. 
Sometimes teachers already have the “PZ mindset” before encountering PZ but lack the PZ 
language and analytic framework. When such educators encounter a PZ framework, they can 
readily run with it. They have discovered an approach from PZ that fits with, and gives language 
and structure to, practices they already use. 
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Some testimony: Consider Holly van der Molen, a teacher at the American School of London. She 
wrote that she had used a PZ-like approach before encountering PZ—but that having the Harvard 
“seal of approval” made a difference (a comment often heard in the interviews conducted for this 
report): 

It is hard to state clearly the effect of the work and theories of Howard Gardner and Project Zero 
on my teaching because they have been such a profound influence. The way my classroom looks, 
the ways I am with children, my notions and assumptions about curriculum, about teaching, about 
children...all have links to the work of Project Zero. The view of the child … worthy of a 
constructivist, inquiring (problem-solving and problem-finding) education is at the center of the 
research and theories of Project Zero and it is fundamental to the way I hope to teach each day in 
the classroom. Gardner's theory of multiple intelligences is such a gift to all children. It offers such 
a positive statement of value for all the many intelligences children bring to the classroom. 
Furthermore, the focus on artistic intelligence and knowing as equal in importance to knowing in 
the sciences, mathematics, etc. offers both insights into children's development and abilities in the 
arts, and also a rebalancing of the curriculum in my teaching to include the arts in as robust ways 
as other disciplines. I may have had these beliefs/values without Project Zero – it's hard to say – 
but I imagine that the Harvard "seal of approval" allowed these constructivist ideas and aesthetic 
values to flow into teacher training programs as well as into curriculum and schools. This flow of 
ideas was aided by the clarity in which concepts were presented which allowed teachers and 
schools to adopt frameworks because they intuitively made sense. I am so thankful that Project 
Zero offers a research base for beliefs around children's innate intelligences, creativity and 
capabilities which supports teachers to teach in ways that can provoke and sustain these 
competencies. 

How One Member of the HGSE Faculty Views PZ 
Matt Miller, a Senior Lecturer in Education at HGSE, sees PZ as one of the intellectual centers at 
HGSE. What he admires about PZ: PZ creates useful tools that are practical for teachers and useful 
at scale. These tools do not depend on technology—thus they cost no money to implement. If these 
tools are used badly, they don’t do any damage—at least they get kids talking to one another. But if 
used well, they give teachers an inspiring tool that is backed up by solid theory. PZ’s educational 
approaches are what anyone would want for their own children. PZ develops its frameworks WITH 
teachers, rather than delivering something TO teachers. This is an important epistemological 
stance. PZ is future oriented, working on fresh ideas. In Matt Miller’s well-regarded, pioneering  
course with Catherine Snow, How People Learn, a number of PZ frameworks are included.  

Variability in Scale, Site, and Duration of PZ’s Projects 
The scope of PZ projects varies considerably. A PZ research team may work with just one or two 
educators in a school, with a group of educators within a school, with a whole school, and/or with 
school networks and entire school districts. Some PZ projects last two or three years; others much 
longer. This variety is not due to capriciousness but to the kind and duration of the funding 
received. Sometimes projects have to end before a topic or idea has been fully explored simply due 
to a project not getting refunded. Occasionally PZ researchers continue a project even without 
funding “on their own time,” and, on rare occasions, funding happily re-emerges. 

Most PZ projects focus on education in K-12 schools, with some focusing on students at the college 
level. Not all PZ projects focus on school: quite a few have been based in informal learning contexts 
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Chapter 2
Methods 

This study of how PZ has affected educators is based on qualitative methods. Qualitative methods 
are particularly useful for exploration and discovery rather than for hypothesis testing. Data were 
collected from one-on-one interviews. The interviews conducted for this study were in-depth and 
semi-structured with open-ended questions. In semi-structured interviews, the interviewer has a 
set of questions to explore, rather than an unmodifiable interview protocol. In order to probe the 
topic and elicit deep and detailed information, the interviewer listens carefully to the interviewee 
and adapts the wording and order of questions depending on what the interviewee has said. The 
developmental psychologist Jean Piaget, who worked primarily with children, called this kind of 
interview “le methode clinique” (the clinical method) (Inhelder & Piaget, 1955). One of the founders 
of qualitative evaluation research, Michael Quinn Patton, called it, “the general interview guide 
approach” (1990, p. 280).  

Open-ended questions provide a window into the world view of the interviewee without 
predetermining any kind of response. In contrast, standardized questionnaires are “closed-ended.” 
While very good for testing specific hypotheses, questionnaires with categories to check off for 
each response significantly limit the kinds of responses an interviewee can make. 

Decisions about whom to interview were made as follows. First I asked PZ researchers to give me 
the names of all of the educators with whom they had collaborated in the development of 
particular frameworks. I then asked each interviewee for further recommendations of educators 
using particular frameworks. And so on. Thus, the sampling method was basically a snowball 
sampling method. For some frameworks, particularly the older ones, I exhausted all of the 
recommendations. For many of the frameworks, however, I could have continued interviewing an 
indefinite number of people. But once I reached saturation, that is  once I was hearing the same 
stories about the impact of a particular framework, and once I had interviewed people from a wide 
variety of geographic locations, I moved on. 

Each interview lasted between 45 to 60 minutes. They were conducted over Zoom except in the 
relatively few cases where an in-person interview was possible. Interviews were recorded by 
Zoom, and an automatic transcription was provided both by Zoom and by Otter.ai. I often include 
direct quotations from the interviews that illuminate the thinking of the interviewees and shed 
light on how PZ ideas have shaped their ideas and work. All of the interviewees had the chance to 
edit my interview summaries and correct for any errors or omissions. Each of the PZ researchers 
whose projects are represented in these chapters read and fact-checked the chapter(s) reporting 
on their work.  

Interview guidelines can be found in Appendix 1. The questions were modified slightly across 
interviewees to take into account the role of the interviewee (e.g., teacher, principal, 
superintendent) and the particular PZ framework or frameworks that the interviewee had worked 
with. 

31



 
Sampling 
After reviewing the PZ website, I selected 50 projects to include. The following kinds of projects 
were not included: Projects from PZ’s first “psychology” decade, such as investigations of creative 
artists and of children’s artistic abilities, because these did not lead directly to educational 
frameworks; later projects that also did not result in educational frameworks; projects either too 
small or too new to have had impact; and projects on which PZ collaborated but which were not 
based primarily at PZ. Of course, historians of PZ may well want to examine these as well. In 
Appendix 4, I list the projects included and not included. Perhaps others at PZ will want to review 
the impact of those I was not able to include. 

 
Decisions about whom to interview were made using snowball sampling, a method used when the 
target population is difficult to identify. Per Patton (1990) “The process begins by asking well-
situated people, “Who knows a lot about___? Who should I talk to?” By asking a number of people 
who else to talk with, the snowball gets bigger and bigger as you accumulate new information-rich 
cases” (p. 176). 
  
For the sample of projects included, I began by asking all of the Principal Investigators (PIs) or 
Project Managers (PMs) at PZ to complete a brief summary of each of the projects for which they 
were responsible, including the names and contact information for educators who collaborated in 
the development of a project. The first round of interviewees for each project were the PIs or PMs. 
The second round were those outside of PZ who co-developed the project. The final round were 
those whom the co-developers identified as having used the particular framework. Often this 
resulted in an exponential increase in interviewees, as each person I spoke to identified more than 
one other likely candidate. 
  
For some frameworks, particularly the older ones, I was able to speak to all those recommended by 
PIs and co-developers. For many of the frameworks, however, I could have continued interviewing 
an indefinite number of people. But once I reached saturation, that is, once I was hearing the same 
stories about the impact of a particular framework, and once I had interviewed people from a wide 
variety of geographic locations, I moved on. 
I knew that I could never locate and speak with all of the educators who had implemented each 
framework. I cannot pretend to have been exhaustive, but I was not seeking a count of how many 
educators used each framework. Rather I aimed to reach as many “adopters” of PZ projects as time 
and funding allowed—enough so that I could draw conclusions about how widely (or narrowly) each 
project had spread, and enough so that I could find evidence of projects lasting after a PZ project 
reached the end of its funding period. 
  
Requests for interviews were sent out over email to 287 educators (a sample interview request is 
included in Appendix 2). 229 educators agreed to be interviewed. Two people declined to be 
interviewed; 58 individuals did not respond after a second request, possibly because their email 
addresses had changed. Thus a total of 227 interviews were conducted. All interviewees signed an 
informed consent form (included in Appendix 3), and this study was IRB approved.  
  

Conduct of the Interviews 
Most of the interviews were conducted by me (n=148, 65 percent). The remainder were conducted 
by one of my two research assistants who were master’s students at HGSE Huayu Liu (n=57, 25 
percent) and Anil Saleem (n=23, 10 percent). Before Huayu and Anil conducted any interviews, 
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they shadowed me in my interviews. After a while, they became interviewers and I observed and 
provided feedback to them after the interview about their interviewing technique. I provided the 
tweaking of the generic interview questions for each interview that Anil and Huayu conducted. 
Huayu continued working with me until the report was completed. She drafted summaries of her 
interviews and helped with the multitude of details needed to finalize this report. 
  
During each interview, I took detailed running notes and soon thereafter (usually the same day), 
wrote a summary of the interview. When my notes were not clear, I listened to the zoom recording. 
In the case of the interviews conducted by Anil and Huayu, I watched the video recordings and then 
wrote the summaries. After a year working on this project, Anil left for another position. Huayu 
stayed on and began to draft the summaries of her interviews herself before I reviewed them. All 
summaries were sent to the interviewee for edits (a process often called member-checking). and 
this typically resulted in several back and forths as I posed further questions of clarification For 
ease of writing, I do not indicate which interviews were by Anil or Huayu or me and simply use the 
first person in reporting on what the interviewer asked. 

 

Data Analysis  
I did not employ qualitative data analysis software. In order to be able to come to conclusions about 
what I found, I followed a multi-step process. First, I reread and annotated the interview write-ups 
as they appear in the report. Next, I looked for convergences and divergences of ideas and beliefs in 
interview responses within projects. I then looked across project interviews for convergences and 
divergences of ideas and beliefs, searching for the kinds of contexts in which PZ ideas did and did 
not take firm root. These procedures allowed me to draw conclusions in my summary chapter. 
 
Is this study an evaluative one? Yes and no. No, because I am not evaluating how well a particular 
approach works. Rather, I am describing how educators have thought about and implemented PZ 
ideas and frameworks. And yes, because the interview data allow me to ascertain the effectiveness 
of PZ in spreading its frameworks and the effectiveness of the various vehicles by which PZ 
frameworks spread. Of course, the conclusions I draw about effectiveness vary across 
frameworks—some spread more widely than others, some have lasted longer than others. And this 
allows me to draw conclusions about the optimal conditions for the spread and the sustainability of 
approaches based on PZ ideas. This kind of information should prove very helpful for PZ 
researchers going forward as they strive to make their educational frameworks spread and become 
an organic part of an educational institution. I hope these lessons will help other educational 
researchers as well. 
 
The table and interactive map on the following pages show the 57 countries where I found PZ 
frameworks being used — in every continent except Antarctica.   
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 Countries Where PZ Frameworks have Spread 
 

  

Asia Africa Europe North 
America 

South 
America 

Oceania 

  China 
East Timor  
Hong Kong 
India 
Indonesia  
Israel 
Japan 
Jordan 
Nepal 
Pakistan 
Philippines 
Singapore 
South Korea 
Taiwan 
Thailand 
Turkey 
United Arab 
Emirates 
Vietnam 
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Kenya 
Nigeria 
Rwanda 
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Africa 
Uganda 
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Croatia 
Denmark 
Germany 
Ireland 
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Norway 
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Romania 
Spain 
Sweden 
Netherlan
ds United 
Kingdom 

Canada 
Costa Rica 
Guatemala 
Mexico 
Nicaragua 
Panama 
United 
States 

Argentina 
Bolivia 
Brazil 
Chile 
Colombia 
Paraguay 
Peru 
Uruguay 
Venezuela 

Australi
aNew 
Zealand 
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Click to view an interactive version of this map showing where PZ frameworks have spread. 
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What about Student Impact? 
In the Executive Summary, I note that this report focuses on how teachers are affected by PZ 
frameworks.  
 
Demonstrating teacher (and classroom) impact is a necessary first step before examining student 
impact. A study of student impact would be an entirely different and far more expensive venture. 
Such a study would require one or more control groups and, most importantly, would require the 
right kinds of outcome measures. Standardized tests (which assess verbal and math skills) might be 
the first thing researchers would think of, but that would be a big mistake as PZ classrooms are not 
focused on teaching reading or math. The development of measures would need to capture what it 
is that PZ frameworks are intended to develop— curiosity, deep thinking, genuine understanding, 
open-mindedness, reflection, and the like. This would not be a simple undertaking. It would also 
require making sure that teachers in the control classrooms don’t begin to ask provocative 
questions, for example. These kinds of studies are much easier to do in specific subject areas like 
reading and math. 
 

Some Caveats  
I am a longtime member of Project Zero and have led or participated in some of the projects 
described in these chapters. I also happen to have been married for a long time to the long-time co-
director of Project Zero, Howard Gardner. Might I not thus be subject to a positivity bias? 
  
I have taken steps to guard against this by asking open-ended interview questions, member 
checking with interviewees, and often quoting directly from what these educators told me. I have 
also sought feedback on this report from key long-time members of Project Zero and have 
incorporated many of their suggestions. 
  
This report reflects my own understanding of Project Zero and the frameworks I describe. Others 
might present the PZ story differently. A study of PZ impact by an outside organization would, of 
course, always be welcome. 
  
It is my hope that by presenting the development and spread of frameworks from Project Zero this 
report will inform other organizations making similar efforts at ascertaining their impact. 

 

The next chapter describes how educators learn about the research developed at PZ. 
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Chapter 3 
How Educators Learn about Project Zero’s Educational 
Frameworks 

There are many ways for educators to find out about PZ ideas, and many ways they can explore our 
frameworks. 

Of course there are publications. PZ researchers have published well over one hundred books—
some scholarly, some applied, some popular—and several thousand articles. 

There are also many courses in college and university departments of education taught by 
professors influenced by Project Zero ideas. Both undergraduates and graduate students take 
education courses whether or not they are preparing to work in schools, and the PZ idea most 
often encountered in such courses is Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences. MI is often 
the entry point to learning more about PZ ideas, but other PZ ideas are also encountered in 
education courses. In the pages that follow, you will read about education professors who have 
become influenced by PZ ideas and who include these ideas in their courses.  

There are also a number of other kinds of vehicles by which Project Zero ideas have spread. Based 
on my interviews, I found that the two most often cited ways in which individuals became 
acquainted with PZ approaches were via attending the Project Zero Classroom (our yearly summer 
institute, referred to henceforth as the PZC), and enrolling in one or more of PZ’s online courses. 

In addition, educators sometimes first discover PZ while searching for new ideas in education and 
landing on the PZ website. In fiscal year 2024, the PZ website was visited by thousands of viewers 
from countries across five continents (North and South America, Europe, Australia, and Asia), with 
the highest number of users from the US (283,001) and Australia (68,189). 

PZ sends out a regular e-newsletter and has a presence on social media, as shown by these data 
below for fiscal year 2024: 

27,893 PZ Zero e-newsletter subscribers 
41,600 Twitter/X followers 
19,000 Facebook followers 
10,300 Instagram followers 
52,906 YouTube views: 
3,500,000 page views on PZ website 

In FY 2024, over 1,500 educators enrolled in PZ’s online conferences, in person conferences, online 
courses, and online mini-courses. 

Often as a result of relationships formed during a conference or course, PZ researchers are invited 
to run professional development workshops in a school (or for large groups of schools). Although 
the most obvious opportunities for impact have been within the US, in fact PZ has developed 
relationships with schools all over the world: in Africa (Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Rwanda, 
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South Africa, Uganda, Zambia), Asia (China, East Timor, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Israel, Japan, 
Jordan, Pakistan, Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, Turkey, United Arab 
Emirates, Vietnam), Oceania (Australia, New Zealand), North America (Canada, Costa Rica, 
Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, United States), South America (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, Venezuela), and Europe (Albania, Croatia, Denmark, 
Germany, Ireland, Italy, Norway, Poland, Romania, Spain, Sweden, Netherlands, United Kingdom), 
and very likely other settings that have slipped through my efforts to build this list. 
   
Sometimes schools have banded together to form networks of schools, all building on Project 
Zero’s work. It is my hope that with this publication, more networks will form as teachers discover 
like-minded schools and teachers around the world. 
  
Sometimes teachers or school leaders learn about PZ ideas from other educators who have 
adopted one or more PZ frameworks, or from other schools or school districts. These educators 
may then decide to work with PZ—which, in turn, may lead to other schools becoming involved. 
These are ripple effects.   
  
The goal of conferences, courses, and workshops run by PZ researchers is to spark educators’ 
curiosity about the complexities of learning and teaching, to help educators reflect on their own 
assumptions, and to inspire them to become more effective teachers and leaders.  PZ strives to 
help educators not only to understand specific frameworks but also to adapt these frameworks to 
their specific educational contexts, whether rural, urban or suburban, well-resourced or under-
resourced, public or independent, US-based or international. 
  
Below I describe the Project Zero Classroom (an annual summer conference), PZ’s online and in-
person courses, and the International Conference on Thinking. 
  

The Project Zero Classroom (PZC) 
Launched in 1996, the Project Zero Classroom (PZC) is an annual summer institute that has served 
as a major vehicle for spreading PZ ideas to schools and museums around the world. 
  
The PZC takes place over five days. (It started as a seven-day program.) Held at HGSE, the PZC is 
planned and operated by PZ researchers and educators who are experts in our approaches. 
Participants are encouraged to attend as teams but may also attend as single individuals. Schools 
pay to send their teachers. (The cost per participant for 2025 was $3,999.) Some individuals, chiefly 
leaders or interested outsiders, cover their own expenses. Spaces fill up very quickly once 
registration is opened up. As I write this in spring of 2025, PZ has funding for PZC scholarships 
targeted to educators working in under-resourced contexts and/or with historically marginalized 
students, thanks to the Saul Zaentz Charitable Foundation. In FY 2025, 51 educators received 
scholarships. The revenue from the PZC helps fund core Project Zero expenses. 
 
Institutes lasting for fewer days are sometimes held either at PZ or off-site. These are smaller than 
the summer institute, they are often dedicated to a particular theme,  and they are sometimes 
conducted in collaboration with a particular school district or educational institution. Examples 
include Future of Learning, Global Connections in the Digital Age, and Zeroing in on Learning. 
  
Educators participate in hands-on learning activities and small group meetings to explore PZ 
principles and strategies for learning and teaching. The activities consist of plenary sessions 
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(lectures by seasoned Project Zero researchers) and participatory mini-courses (2-3 hours). Study 
groups meet daily and allow participants to develop, share, and critique each others’ efforts to 
personalize uses of PZ ideas to fit their own contexts. There are also extra events, such as visiting 
lectures, special interest groups, book-signings, and Q&As with selected PZ researchers and 
affiliated teachers. 
  
PZ institutes bring in public, independent, and international school K-12 teachers and 
administrators as well as home school educators, artists, teaching artists, museum educators, 
members of non-profit educational organizations, and government educational leaders from the 
US and abroad. Participants have come from North, Central and South America, Europe, Asia, 
Australia, and Africa, as well as almost every US state. The average number of countries 
represented by participants each year is about 20. 
  
Those who attend the PZ institutes often continue to share their ideas and practices with one 
another. Many return to their home institutions and make educational changes. Some return year 
after year. Some schools, districts, or organizations send groups regularly over the years. 
Sometimes an organization has sent one educator or a pilot group of educators before committing 
to a long-term collaboration (e.g., Independent Schools Victoria, Columbus Museum of Art, the 
Northern European International Schools Consortium). And sometimes attendees invite PZ 
researchers to work with networks of schools at their home sites (e.g., the Bay Area Teacher 
Development Collaborative, a group of independent schools in San Francisco discussed in Chapter 
55). 
  
Some attendees become adept and passionate practitioners of PZ ideas. Select educators are 
invited to return free of charge to be trained as apprentice faculty members, chosen because of 
their grasp of PZ ideas. Apprentices often return as compensated faculty members for many 
consecutive years. These individuals become deep practitioners of PZ ideas.   
  
Immediately after each institute, PZ collects evaluative surveys. Responses in these surveys are 
typically quite enthusiastic. I describe here one response from a professor of arts education from 
Germany, Rainer Wenrich. Rainer had become acquainted with PZ through publications by PZ 
researchers, and this is what drew him to the summer conference. 
  

Power and Impact of the PZC 
Lin Tucker, who coached the PZ online course on Making Learning Visible (see Chapt. 8), talked 
about the power of these courses, which reach people all over the world, including teachers at all 
grade levels and administrators who want to try out new things with their teachers. Speaking of the 
Making Learning Visible course, she said: 
  

Taking it online gives you the world. It lets participants from varied circumstances glimpse 
themselves as part of a world-wide supportive community of educators with similar goals, dreams 
and frustrations. Participants who teach learners from toddlers to college students and adults 
leave the course having interacted with and seen work from participants living in different parts of 
the world, who have different experiences and beliefs about teaching and learning, yet share a 
common and caring goal to educate their students. While they raise different specific questions 
and concerns, participants usually share some of the time and practice constraints often dictated 
by the accountability practices of their local education systems. The on-line courses give concrete 
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PART II 
THREE FOUNDATIONAL AREAS 

 
In my view, the three foundational areas of PZ’s research are Thinking and Understanding, the Arts, 
and Ethics. By foundational, I mean areas with early and long-lasting roots. Part II describes a 
number of additional areas of research, many (but not all) of which can be seen as growing out of 
the three foundational areas.  
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THINKING AND UNDERSTANDING (begins in late 1970s) 
 
The first of the three foundational areas reviewed here focuses on developing thinking and 
understanding across subject areas. Four projects are subsumed under this area: Multiple 
Intelligences, Teaching for Understanding, Visible Thinking/Cultures of Thinking, and Making 
Learning Visible. The first chapter describes all four projects, followed by separate chapters on the 
impact of each project. 
  

44















I have sometimes been asked to explain the difference between TfU and Understanding by Design 
(Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). I turned to Stone Wiske, one of the original developers of TfU, to 
address this question. She offered this closely reasoned account, which I reprint here in its entirety: 
  

There are many similarities in these two educational frameworks and some significant differences. 
The authors of both frameworks conversed as they worked on these ideas; both frameworks 
evolved over time from initial publications in 1998 as their authors learned from experience. 
Certainly, educators can benefit from applying these and other related ideas to their own practice, 
rather than treating them as competing alternatives. 

  
Similarities in Understanding by Design (as presented by Wiggins and McTighe in the 2nd edition, 
2005) and Teaching for Understanding are notable. Both frameworks emphasize the importance 
of understanding as a capability to apply one’s knowledge flexibly and creatively in various 
contexts, not simply an ability to recall knowledge or information.  Both advise teachers to define 
clear goals that focus on desired results in terms of students’ ability to perform with their 
understanding. Both stress the importance of aligning goals with learning activities, so that 
students’ performances of understanding are central to both. Finally, both frameworks highlight 
assessment using criteria that explicitly relate to goals. 
  
The Teaching for Understanding (TfU) framework also differs from Understanding by Design 
(UbD) in ways that can affect the culture of the learning community where they are applied. For 
example, the TfU framework includes an element called Generative Topics which helps teachers 
formulate curriculum units around topics worth understanding. It emphasizes that generative 
topics are not only related to content standards and key ideas in subject matters (as UbD does) but 
are also interesting to students and teachers and accessible to diverse target learners through 
multiple entry points, media, and learning strategies. Thus TfU draws attention to students’ own 
interests and their varied learning capabilities as key considerations in effective teaching.  
  
Assessment is also conceived somewhat differently in the two frameworks. UbD emphasizes the 
value of “backward design” by which teachers define desired student outcomes first and then 
devise or revise plans for learning activities. To think like an assessor, UbD urges teachers to define 
the evidence of successful outcomes and the criteria for determining levels of quality. Like UbD, 
the TfU element called Ongoing Assessment also underscores the importance of aligning 
understanding goals with assessment criteria. However, TfU also emphasizes the educative 
potential of Ongoing Assessment that engages students as active participants.  
  
TfU urges teachers to make assessment criteria explicit and to share them with students at the 
beginning of a learning activity. Ongoing assessments are conducted frequently throughout a unit, 
and they not only evaluate students’ work against public criteria but also provide feedback for 
students to  progressively improve their performance. The TfU framework also highlights the value 
of assessment from various perspectives, including from students themselves through reflection on 
their own work, peers, and teacher. When students are clear about the criteria for high quality 
work and are encouraged to examine draft work of their own and of fellow learners in relation to 
these criteria, they are positioned to become effective agents for their own ongoing learning. 
Ongoing assessment emphasizes that learning is not linear but iterative, and that both students 
and teachers actively promote understanding in effective learning communities. 
  
The culture of a learning community became an additional framework component in Teaching for 
Understanding with Technology (Wiske et al., 2005). New technologies may facilitate revision of 
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Teachers can help students develop these dispositions by modeling them, explaining what they are 
and why they are important, encouraging students to be alert to their own and others’ thinking 
dispositions, and providing feedback that supports good thinking dispositions. 
  
A crucial insight is that a disposition consists of ability, inclination, and sensitivity. Ability is the basic 
capacity to think in a certain way. Inclination has to do with the motivation to think in that way. And 
sensitivity has to do with whether one notices situations in which it would be appropriate to think in 
that way. All three of these components are necessary for students to use thinking dispositions. As 
shown in a series of empirical studies (Perkins et al., 2000), when students do not think well, it is 
typically because they lack the sensitivity to notice when it makes sense to do so. This finding has 
important educational implications: cultivating awareness of when to use a thinking disposition is 
different from cultivating the thinking ability itself. In the words of Perkins, et al. (2000), 
“...dispositions concern not what abilities people have, but how people are disposed to use those 
abilities” (p. 269). 
  
The dispositional view of intelligence formed the theoretical background for the Visible Thinking 
project led by Ron Ritchhart. (The Visible Thinking project is sometimes called Making Thinking 
Visible—not to be confused with the Making Learning Visible project discussed in this Chapter.) 
  
In 1996, Ron Ritchhart joined David’s and Shari’s research team. Ron studied expert teachers 
during his doctoral research in 1998-2000 and noticed that they routinely scaffolded their 
students to get them to think better. These scaffolds were repeated over and over until they 
became part of the fabric of the classroom.  
  
In collaboration with educators from the Lemshaga Akademi in Sweden, Ron, David, and Shari then 
developed a large set of thinking routines (in a project called Innovating with Intelligence, which 
ran from 2000-2005). These routines form the core of the Visible Thinking project. They are usable 
across grades and subject areas, all with the goal of cultivating thinking dispositions and developing 
a culture of thinking in the classroom. Each routine is associated with a particular kind of thinking, 
and each routine has a name. These routines make student thinking visible. This initial set of routines 
was expanded by Ron and David during the Cultures of Thinking project at Bialik College in 
Victoria, Australia and through the Learning to Think, Thinking to Learn project at Mandela 
International Magnet School in Santa Fe, New Mexico, led by Ron.  
  
When used regularly in the classroom, thinking routines become habitual. Each routine consists of 
only a few steps, and thus they are easy to learn, use, and remember. Thinking routines should not 
be confused with teachers merely asking questions and students responding. Instead, students talk 
to one another when prompted by a routine and often document their developing ideas as they talk 
back and forth. Talking to one another helps students expand their ideas by recognizing multiple 
perspectives.  
  
There is always a risk that thinking routines will be used superficially. It is important that teachers 
are keeping in mind the kinds of thinking dispositions they are trying to cultivate and for them to 
always have an “understanding goal” in mind. 
  
Information about thinking routines can be found in a variety of places. The Thinking Routine 
toolbox is a compilation of routines and their basic instructions. The books Making Thinking Visible 
(Ritchhart, Church, & Morrison, 2011) and The Power of Making Thinking Visible (Ritchhart & Church, 
2020) provide a fuller exposition of the routines and examples of their use in real classrooms. Some 
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routines are considered “core” (as stated in the toolbox, these are “simple routines that are 
applicable across disciplines, topics, and age groups, and can be used at multiple points throughout 
a learning experience or unit of study.”) These are the routines recommended to start with. Others 
are more complex or more specialized. Here are a few: 
  

 
 
See-Think-Wonder (a core thinking routine) 
This routine encourages students to make careful observations and thoughtful interpretations. It 
helps stimulate curiosity and sets the stage for inquiry. 
What do you see? 
What do you think is going on? 
What does it make you wonder? 
  
Think-Puzzle-Explore (a core thinking routine) 
This routine activates prior knowledge, generates ideas and curiosity, and prepares students for 
deeper inquiry.  
What do you think you know about this topic? 
What questions or puzzles do you have? 
How might you explore these puzzles? 
  
I Used to Think____, Now I Think (a core thinking routine) 
This routine helps students to reflect on their thinking about a topic or issue and explore how and 
why their thinking has changed. It helps consolidate new learning 
Reflecting on your current understanding of a topic, respond to: 
I used to think… 
Now I think… 
  
What Makes You Say That? (a core thinking routine) 
This routine cultivates observation, description, explanation-building, and evidence-based 
reasoning. Because students share their interpretations, they are encouraged to see multiple 
perspectives. 
What’s going on? 
What do you see that makes you say that? 
  
Claim-Support-Question (a core thinking routine) 
This routine supports reasoning by having students form claims, explanations, or interpretations 
and support them with evidence. Questioning claims helps students see reasoning as an ongoing 
process. 
Make a claim about a topic being explored. 
Support your claim. 
Raise a question related to your claim that may make you doubt the claim. What is not yet 
fully explained? What new issues does your claim raise? 
  
The Explanation Game (a routine for introducing and exploring ideas) 
This routine explores causal understanding. 
Name it. 
Explain it. 
Give reasons. 
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Generate alternatives. 
  
Generate-Sort-Connect-Elaborate: Concept Maps (a routine for synthesizing and 
organizing ideas) 
This routine helps organize one’s understanding of a topic through concept mapping. 
Generate a list of thoughts about this topic. 
Sort your ideas with central ideas near the center, more tangential ones toward the outside 
of the page. 
Connect your ideas with lines between ideas that have something in common. Explain on 
the line how they are connected. 
Elaborate on any ideas you have written so far. 

  
Thinking routines are now a subset of the overall framework dubbed Cultures of Thinking 
(Ritchhart, 2015, 2023), which Ron contributed to after Visible Thinking. There are ten “mindsets” 
that Ron argues need to be in place to create a strong culture of thinking in the classroom.   
  

For classrooms to be cultures of thinking for students, schools must be cultures of 
thinking for teachers. The development of a professional community in which deep and rich 
discussions of teaching, learning, and thinking are a fundamental part of teachers’ ongoing 
experience provides the foundation for nurturing students’ thinking and learning. When 
teachers are encouraged to innovate, collaborate, and inquire (instead of being told exactly 
how and what to teach), they will promote these same processes in their classrooms. 
  
We can’t teach dispositions. Dispositions must be part of the classroom culture. The 
culture of the classroom teaches. The messages sent through the culture of the classroom 
communicate to students what it means to think and learn well. These messages are a 
curriculum in themselves, teaching students how to learn and ways of thinking. The culture 
of the classroom must provide models of the dispositions valued, allow opportunities to put 
them into action, and create the expectation that dispositional development is a central, not 
just a peripheral, part of a well-rounded education.   
  
The role of teacher and student must be changed. Students should be given agency, and 
there should be more student talk and more teacher listening. There should be more 
student problem solving and initiative and less teacher rescuing. In this way, the curriculum 
becomes co-constructed by student and teacher.  
  
Students should feel known, valued, and respected. This leads to greater motivation, and 
greater well-being. 
  
Learning is a consequence of thinking. In the words of David Perkins (1992, p. 78), 
"Learning is a consequence of thinking. Retention, understanding, and the active use of 
knowledge can be brought about only by learning experiences in which learners think about 
and think with what they are learning."  
  
Learning and thinking are as much a collective enterprise as they are an individual 
endeavor. Students learn not by passively taking in knowledge from teacher talk or a 
textbook but by the active process of explaining, defending, and discussing with one 
another. This also provides the opportunity to understand others’ thinking. When students 
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make use of their peers’ ideas as “thinking devices,” they can reflect on and transform their 
own thinking. 
  
Learning occurs at the point of challenge. Students need to be challenged, not rescued. 
Mistakes should be seen as an opportunity to learn. Teachers should not dictate or 
demonstrate solutions to problems. Rather they should encourage students to grapple with 
problems among themselves.   
  
Questions drive learning and thinking. Questions asking students to recall facts do not 
support learning. Teachers should ask generative, essential, constructive questions where 
there is no one right answer, as in these examples: Is there ever a just war? Why do people 
move? How do we decide what to believe about a scientific claim? What makes you say 
that?   
  
Powerful learning engages and empowers students. Powerful learning engages students. 
Powerful learning comes from grappling with challenging problems, which then leads to 
new understanding.   
  
Make thinking visible to demystify and illuminate the process. It is only by making thinking 
visible that we can begin to understand both what and how students are learning. Under 
normal conditions, a student’s thinking is invisible to other students, the teacher, and even 
to him/herself, because people often think with little awareness of how they think. By using 
structures, routines, probing questions, and documentation we can make students’ thinking 
more visible toward fostering better thinking and learning. 

  
Eight cultural forces help to make the classroom a thinking classroom. They are listed 
alphabetically below:  

Environment: Create visual displays of student thinking and arrange the space so that it is 
conducive to thinking. 
  
Expectations: Make clear that the agenda is to develop thinking, not mere completion of 
work. 
  
Interactions: Respect one another’s thinking in a collaborative spirit. 
  
Language: Provide students with the language to talk about thinking—terms such as think, 
believe, guess, conjecture, hypothesize, evidence, reasons, doubt, suggest, theorize, prove, 
and so on. 
  
Modelling: Model the process of thinking so that it can be shared, made visible, and 
discussed. 
  
Opportunities: Create purposeful activities that call for thinking and understanding. 
  
Routines: Use of thinking routines that support and guide thinking. 
  
Time: Allocate time for students to think deeply. 
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Classrooms with a culture of thinking democratize voices in the classroom. Everyone participates. 
And when students make their thinking visible this becomes an informal assessment tool that 
enables teachers to understand and further develop their students’ thinking. 
  
The period during which the thinking classroom was developed was a highly generative moment at 
Project Zero. Many of the subsequent frameworks developed at PZ have a strong conceptual link 
to the concept of cultures of thinking and thinking routines. 
 

 
Making Learning Visible 
1997-2010 
Many people consider the preschools in the northern Italian city of Reggio Emilia to be the best 
preschools in the world. These are schools we would want for our children and schools that many 
educators have sought to emulate. The Reggio approach is multidimensional, requiring deep 
thinking by its teachers and provoking deep thinking in young children. Howard and I made our first 
of many visits to these schools in the early 1980s; Jerome Bruner began visiting these schools 
regularly 15 years later. 
  
Some background: In 1963, the first of the Reggio preschools were opened in Italy, founded by 
early childhood pioneer educator, Loris Malaguzzi. Malaguzzi created a network of free public 
schools. Malaguzzi was an elementary and middle school teacher in Italy during the Second World 
War and later a student of educational psychology. At that time, schools were controlled by the 
Catholic Church. Malaguzzi derided the state-run school he had been teaching in as “sticking to its 
stupid and intolerable indifference toward children, its opportunistic and obsequious attention 
toward authority, its self-serving cleverness, pushing prepackaged knowledge”  (Edwards, Gandini, 
& Forman, 2012, p. 29). In reaction to this, Malaguzzi conceived of a very different kind of school—
progressive and democratic in which children were encouraged to think for themselves and 
express themselves in many modalities (which he called the 100 languages of children–language, 
writing, drawing, sculpture, gestures, dramatic play, music, and so on). The Municipal Preschools 
and Infant-Toddler Centers in Reggio Emilia now include about 30 free public preschools shaped by 
the leadership and philosophy of Malaguzzi.  
  
There has been considerable interest in the Reggio schools in the US., Canada, and Mexico. Since 
1987, an exhibit about the Reggio Schools called “The Hundred Languages of Children” has 
regularly toured these countries. In 1991, Newsweek wrote a glowing story about the Reggio 
schools, describing it as “a program praised by early-childhood educators around the world for its 
commitment to innovation.” Some preschools in the US began trying  to emulate the Reggio 
schools, inviting Reggio leaders to work with them. These schools wanted to call themselves Reggio 
schools. However, leaders of the Reggio schools only allowed them to call themselves “Reggio-
inspired” schools, since the Reggio leaders could know how faithfully and deeply these schools 
understood the method used in Reggio. 
  
Project Zero became involved with these schools in 1997, as described in this chapter. The project 
had three phases.  
  
 
Phase 1: 1997-1999 
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The learning that goes on is not only intellectual but also emotional and aesthetic. In 
Reggio, the environment is the third educator. It is aesthetically organized with lights, 
reflections, mirrors, colors. Teachers set up the environment carefully, considering how to 
turn the ordinary into the extraordinary and how to make children experience feelings of 
delight and wonder. When aesthetic delight and pleasure accompany learning, learning is 
more powerful. 
  
The learning group creates a collective body of knowledge. Because each child’s ideas are 
discussed and modified by the group, eventually a collective body of knowledge develops – 
often resulting in books published by Reggio focusing on a particular project. Students are 
involved not only in learning knowledge but also in creating knowledge. Students are 
always thinking about how they are a member of a community and contributing to the 
community’s understanding, not just their own understanding. Reggio educators try to 
embed children's learning in a product that will contribute to public understanding (beyond 
the learning group). 

  
The Reggio image of the child. The Reggio schools have an image of the child as able to be trusted to 
solve open-ended problems together with their peers. Presenting children with problems that have 
a clear right and wrong answer – giving them with pre-drawn images to color in,or giving them 
paper plates on which to glue precut yellow rectangles to make a sun – is a practice that is 
fundamentally inconsistent with the Reggio image of children. Children are understood to be 
competent and able to construct their own understandings, always in dialogue with peers. When 
everything is preshaped for the child, no meaningful learning can take place. Reggio teachers offer 
children open-ended problems, and the teacher becomes a co-thinker with the children. For some 
examples of this approach, see the first six chapters of the Visible Learners book. And for a 
wonderful exposition of this approach, I quote the founding visionary, Loris Malaguzzi: 
  

We need to produce situations in which children learn by themselves, in which children can take 
advantage of their own knowledge and resources autonomously, and in which we guarantee the 
intervention of the adult as little as possible. We don’t want to teach children something that they 
can learn by themselves. We don’t want to give them thoughts that they can come up with by 
themselves. What we want to do is activate within children the desire and will and great pleasure 
that comes from being the authors of their own learning (Malaguzzi, 1994, p. 52). 
  

The Reggio image of the teacher. Reggio schools do not have a pre-set curriculum but one that 
evolves based on what teachers discern from documentation. This means that the teachers need to 
learn how to observe children closely and how to document moments of learning. It also means 
they need to look together at documentation to determine where to go next for each child. This 
moves teachers out of their comfort zone and asks them to become researchers into children’s 
minds and researchers into curriculum development. Again, in the words of Loris Malaguzzi, from 
the above linked article: 
  

This system of observing children carries you into many different feelings and thoughts, into a kind 
of teaching full of uncertainty and doubt, and it takes wisdom and a great deal of knowledge on 
the part of the teachers to be able to work within this situation of uncertainty. Observing in this 
way offers tremendous benefits. It requires a shift in the role of the teacher from an emphasis of 
teaching to an emphasis on learning, teachers learning about themselves as teachers as well as 
teachers learning about children (p. 52-53) 
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The first six chapters of the book provide six detailed and complex “learning portraits” in different 
disciplines for learners of different ages. These show children working in groups and making their 
learning visible. They show how teachers guide student learning, and how students support each 
other in learning. 
 
In 2017, the project began to implement MLV in Italian secondary schools.   
 
In the next four chapters, I describe the impacts of each of the four frameworks just discussed. 
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 A discussion about IQ should consider the theory of Multiple Intelligences, developed by 
American psychologist Howard Gardner. Based on that theory, success in any aspect of 
life—music, for example—is predicated on an individual’s capacity to excel in that 
particular field. This theory is so powerful that other researchers have expanded it to 
include emotional and political intelligence. The late Nelson Mandela and former 
President Bill Clinton are two examples of leaders with political intelligence. Haiti longs for 
this. (David Halpern, Miami Herald, September 23, 2024). 

  
MI theory has also led other scholars to write about non-academic intelligences. The most well-
known example is the concept of emotional intelligence expounded by Peter Salovey (Salovey & 
Mayer, 1990) and Daniel Goleman in his 1995 book, Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More 
Than IQ. While not a term used by Howard, emotional intelligence maps loosely onto MI’s two 
personal intelligences (interpersonal and intrapersonal).   
  
MI has had a powerful impact on education in two areas: (1) on teachers and schools; and (2) on 
assessment.. 
  

Impact on Schools 
Four Factors Predicting MI’s Influence on Schools 
Schools that have incorporated MI tend to see the theory as supporting progressive, child-
centered, individualized education, especially since MI ideas make room for learners who do not 
exhibit standard scholastic intelligence profiles 

  
In the introductory chapter to Multiple Intelligences Around the World (Chen, Moran, & Gardner, 
2009), Howard observed that four factors predict whether MI will take hold in a school or culture: 
  

1. Rediscovery of traditions: For example, the Confucian tradition in East Asia 
recognized various competencies in an educated person. 
 

2. Desire to broaden curriculum, ways of teaching, and ways of assessing to go 
beyond a focus on STEM or the standard academic curriculum. 
 

3. Desire to reach students either with learning challenges or with unusual cognitive 
profiles: MI has had a particular influence on special education and gifted education, 
and even, in one case, on treatment of dementia. 
 

4. Affirmation of democratic practices and values: Cultures trying to move away 
from authoritarian models of education find MI helpful. Of course, the political 
situation is very different today than it was in 2009, with democracy under 
challenge in various ways around the world. 

  
Educators in Western Europe (with the exception of those in Scandinavia and the UK) have had 
relatively little interest in the theory or in its educational implications. In contrast, some Eastern 
European countries have been receptive: Greece, Romania, and Turkey. 
  
Western Europe has a long tradition of progressive education thinkers (such as Johann Heinrich 
Pestalozzi, Friedrich Fröbell, Rudolf Steiner, Loris Malaguzzi), and Howard has speculated that 
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Shearer in connection with the American Educational Research Association, at which several 
presenters wrote about MI schools around the world. The volume by Chen, Moran, and Gardner 
(2009) includes chapters describing MI schools on four continents: Europe (Norway, Denmark, 
England, Ireland, Scotland, Romania, Turkey); Asia (China, Macao, Japan, South Korea, Philippines); 
Australia; South America (Argentina, Colombia), and North America (United States). Below I 
describe a few of these. 
  
The First Two MI Schools 
To my knowledge, the first explicitly MI school to be established was the Key School in Indianapolis 
(later called the Key Learning Community), founded in 1987 by eight public school teachers in 
Indianapolis including Patricia (Pat) Bolanos who was the first school leader (Kunkel, 2009). After A 
Nation at Risk was published in 1983 reporting on the poor outcomes of US education, there was a 
strong push towards back to basics and testing. The Key School teachers wanted something 
different. They read widely, including Frames of Mind, and when they learned that Howard was 
speaking at Kutztown, Pennsylvania, they drove there from Indianapolis to ask him what he 
thought of designing a school around MI. Howard told them that he had not developed the theory 
to change education practice, but he was quickly intrigued by the idea. 
  
These teachers designed their new school (a lottery-admissions public school) so that every 
intelligence would have equal importance. The curriculum was organized around themes and 
projects, and all of the intelligences of each child were described in that child’s progress report. 
One of the most original aspects of this school was the “Pod Class.” Pod classes were electives that 
met four days a week. The idea was that students would choose a pod that they felt was a good fit 
and that interested them. The pods were designed to be challenging, allowing students to 
experience states of “flow,” because students’ abilities and curricular challenges are well-balanced 
(Csikszentmihalyi,1990). 
  
Chris Kunkel (2009, p. 293), the second principal of the school, wrote “without fully realizing it, 
they started the MI movement in K-12 education when they opened their doors to 150 K-6 
students in 1987” (2009, p. 293). The school later expanded to a middle and a high school. A full 
description can be found in Chris Kunkel’s chapter in the 2009 book, Multiple Intelligences Around 
the World. 
  
When the school opened, 32 percent of the students were from families living in poverty. But this 
percentage later increased to 72 percent, and these students needed a great deal of support. 
Presumably as a result, the test scores fell during a time when there was increased pressure for 
score gains under the federal No Child Left Behind Act. The school was closed in 2015 due to loss 
of support from the educational establishment. A documentary about its history by a former 
teacher is now in the works, and Howard is featured. During the filming, Howard learned that the 
state library in Indianapolis has numerous videos of each child’s projects over the years. This is a 
fantastic resource because it can provide evidence about whether, in Howard’s words, “childhood 
passions cast a shadow on what kids do when they grow up.” 
  
Howard recalls that Pat Bolanos used to joke that she would not have succeeded without the 
opposition of five successive superintendents. The school must have left a deep imprint on teachers 
and students, because even today faculty, administrators, and many former students  keep in touch. 
Interestingly, Robin Houdek, one of the two winners of the 2024 Indianapolis Teacher of the Year 
Award, had attended the Key Learning Community, which she credits for inspiring her to pursue a 
career in education and to keep students’ interests and perspectives central to her work. 
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There is no documented knowledge about whether Key School ideas and practices spread to other 
countries. They did have summer institutes and some of the personnel came to PZ, but unlike Tom 
Hoerr at New City School (discussed next), they did not write books or have columns or websites.  

The second explicitly MI school to emerge was the New City School, an independent, pre-K to 6th 
grade school in St. Louis. In 1988, the head of the school, Thomas Hoerr, read Frames of Mind, and 
decided to bring MI to his school, as he describes in his chapter in Chen et al. (2009). He invited 
teachers to meet with him regularly to read and discuss key texts, and to present what they were 
learning at each faculty meeting. In 1989, members of this teaching committee visited the Key 
School. Teachers began incorporating MI. Students kept portfolios whose contents had to include 
items from all of the intelligences. For each item in the portfolio, students explained the 
intelligences that item required. Students showed what they had learned not only with the 
scholastic intelligences (linguistic, logical-mathematical) but also with all of the other intelligences. 
Their report cards changed, and the first page focused only on interpersonal and intrapersonal 
intelligences. Intrapersonal intelligence, addressed: confidence, motivation, problem solving, 
responsibility, and effort and work habits. Interpersonal intelligence was broken down into 
appreciation for diversity and teamwork.  
  
The reputation of this school grew, and the school welcomes hundreds of educator visitors a year. 
The faculty have written books about how to use MI in teaching and assessment (Celebrating 
Multiple Intelligences in 1994 and Succeeding with Multiple Intelligences in 1996), and Thomas Hoerr 
wrote a book about how to implement MI schoolwide (Becoming a Multiple Intelligences School, 
2001). While Thomas Hoerr is no longer the head, it is important to note that the idea of a 
curriculum built around multiple intelligences continues to have a presence on the school’s 
website. And Thomas Hoerr sends out a regular, widely circulated newsletter about MI. A sample 
newsletter can be accessed here. 
 
Howard had many exchanges with both the Key School and the New City School. Subsequently 
other schools in the US were created on the basis of MI and some even included MI and Howard 
Gardner in their name,e.g., the Howard Gardner MI Charter School in Howard’s home town of 
Scranton, Pennsylvania; the Howard Gardner School in Alexandria and Sterling, Virginia; and the 
Gardner School of Arts and Sciences in Vancouver, Washington. There are also Howard Gardner or 
MI schools all over the world. 
  
When I asked Thomas Hoerr about his observations of student impact at New City School, he told 
me the following: 
  

I know first-hand that using MI benefits students. I have seen it with my own eyes, year after year 
after year. Of course, the metrics we use to measure growth are inadequate. While that’s true in 
general; it’s definitely true vis-à-vis MI. 
  
I saw two kinds of phenomena happening when teachers used MI. First, all students gained when 
they could use their stronger intelligences to learn. That was especially obvious with those who 
were not particularly enamored with learning, those students who did just OK and occasionally 
those who didn’t even do OK. They came alive when they could use “other” intelligences in 
learning. Sure, they needed to learn the 3 R’s and we did not ignore that. But learning through 
one’s spatial or bodily-kinesthetic, or musical intelligences gave those students different—and 
more appropriate—avenues to learn. More, their enthusiasm about school, their joyful learning, 
carried over. The fifth graders who I often describe as learning about the Civil War (learning and 

70



showing what they learned) by creating a spatial timeline of the war—chronology on the X axis 
and what happened in the north versus the south being drawn above or below a horizontal line in 
the middle—carried that success with them throughout the day. When third graders built Native 
American dioramas and gave presentations about them to peers and visiting adults, using their 
spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, linguistic, and interpersonal intelligences, they all succeeded. Sure, 
some did better than others, but the success rate (and the joyful learning rate) was much higher 
than if they had just written reports. These students were more enthusiastic about coming to 
school even though they were only able to use their other intelligences during a portion of the day. 
(Said another way, our use of MI reduced the times when a student might feel scholastically 
inadequate.) 
  
Second, our use of MI meant that our teachers began by looking at how their students learn. 
Ideally, that should always be the case. Realistically, however, too often (way too often) teachers 
begin by planning from their curriculum and the responsibility rests with the students to find out 
how to learn to meet expectations. That’s become even more the norm as standardized tests are 
viewed as the measure of success. I don’t mean to be critical of teachers; rather, our U.S. system 
doesn’t take different intelligences into consideration. The default is that students learn 
linguistically and logically-mathematically. Neither the Key School nor the New City School 
accepted that premise. (Teachers liked using MI because they saw their kids succeed. Too, another 
important issue is that our teachers really enjoyed using MI because it enabled them to be creative 
and tap into their own “other” intelligences.) 
  
In my mind, we educators should be focused on preparing students to succeed in life, not just to do 
well in school. With that as the outcome, it’s even more obvious that we need to help students 
learn how to use their range of intelligences as well as to respect those whose intelligence profile is 
different than their own. 

  
MI (and Teaching for Understanding [TfU]) in Ireland 
The "Multiple Intelligences, Curriculum and Assessment Project" at University College Cork was 
led by Aine Hyland, a professor at University College Cork in Ireland, from 1995 to 1999. The 
project (which included teachers from all levels as well as school leaders and university professors) 
researched the implications of MI for curriculum and assessment in Ireland. The project expanded 
to include a study of the application of the Teaching for Understanding framework in Irish schools. 
  
According to the final report, the project 
  

provided a forum for discussing and debating fundamental educational issues at a time of major 
change in Irish education. It sought to identify ways in which teaching and learning in this country 
could be improved and enhanced, and it sought to disseminate its findings on an ongoing basis. It 
aimed to challenge long-held educational assumptions and to influence developments in 
curriculum and assessment at local and national level. 

  
The report acknowledges the importance of the PZC for inspiring the team of researchers. The final 
chapter of the report described how the project led to rethinking teacher professional 
development in Ireland, arguing for the critical role of reflective practice for teacher education. 
Findings were widely disseminated in the form of publications and seminars, including a series of 
seminars in 1998-9 that included participation by 32 schools and attended by over 400 teachers. 
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Rex Li has launched an impressive journal called Research MI (whose mission is described here) and 
has also founded a network of over 30 schools from 15 countries called GMISNET (Global Multiple 
Intelligences School Network). The network shares research and facilitates student and teacher 
exchanges.  
  
In 2023, Rex orchestrated the third International MI Education Forum with over 200 educators 
from all over the world, including the head of the National Association for Gifted Children from the 
US. Rex told me that this conference was important because in Asia educators do not have 
opportunities to share their research experience. This was the first time that Rex Li met Zhilong 
Shen. It was from presentations at the 2023 conference that I learned that hundreds of schools in 
Thailand and in Turkey have incorporated elements of MI (as reported at Rex Li’s 2023 MI 
Education Forum by Dr Krissanapong Kirtkikara and Dr. Ziya Selcuk, Turkey’s Minister of National 
Education). One year later, Rex opened an MI Lab in Turkey, and the opening was attended by over 
50 educators. The MI Lab has offered a three-day teacher training workshop attended by over 30 
educators from all over Thailand, sponsored by the Office of Basic and Elementary Education of the 
Ministry of Education of Thailand. More trainings will be offered in the future, all with the goal of 
establishing an MI school in Thailand within a few years. 
  
As described in the December, 2024 issue of his magazine, Research MI, Rex Li has founded an MI 
Lab in Bangkok which offers MI teacher training programs from Hong Kong to Thailand. The Lab’s 
training manual is rooted in MI theory and includes a framework for identifying MI strengths, and 
designing pedagogies and curricula. One cohort of teachers has now passed through this training. 
That same year, Rex Li went to Thailand to explore the feasibility of setting up an MI-Gifted and 
Talented school in Thailand. 
   
Rex Li wrote this to Howard:  
  

We are working to promote MI in Asia, notably Southeast Asia, Central Asia and West Asia. The 
Belt Road Initiative covers most of these countries. I am not sure how much we can do, but we are 
slowly building up our network. I am curious about Iran: sometimes we see Iranian girls in 
international student exchange events, and they speak good English. Iran is among the most 
western countries before revolution in 1979…..We are pleased to work on this side of the Globe. 
Kindly pass your contact, so we can invite them to the upcoming 4th International MI Education 
Forum. (R. Li, personal communication, January 1, 2025) 

  
And here is what Howard replied: 
 

I like the idea of Multiple Intelligences spreading to Multiple Points on the Global Belt — and 
perhaps we can find some partners in Iran, Ireland, Israel, Iceland, just to mention a few "I" points 
on the global compass. (H. Gardner, personal communication, January 1, 2025) 

  
Howard has often commented about the enduring interest in MI in Asia. He has said that the 
interest “comes from parents whose children cannot get into the most prestigious engineering or 
computer schools in China, India, Vietnam, Korea, etc. – and so this approach gives them hope that 
their children can still have a life and perhaps a vocation.” Perhaps, he speculates, this may be the 
way that MI continues to endure in the world, long after Frames of Mind has been forgotten. 
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India. St Stephens, an independent secondary school founded in 1985 in Ajmer, in the state of 
Rajasthan, India, is infused with MI as well as the ideas of Howard’s 2006 book, Five Minds for the 
Future, a book informed by MI theory as well as the Good Work framework. In this book Howard 
posits these five minds: the disciplined, creative, synthesizing, respectful, and ethical.   
 In 2024, Howard received an email from Anupan Martins, whose father founded the school.. 
Anupan wrote that the school emphasized 
  

…many of the principles that align with your Five Minds and Multiple Intelligences framework, 
even before we had the terminology to describe it. Thank you, once again, for your incredible 
contributions towards unleashing human potential through education for the world at large, and 
for St. Stephen’s Ajmer in particular. As we mark our 40th year as an institution, we have adopted 
Five Minds for the Future as the theme for our activities throughout this academic year. (A. 
Martins, personal communication, October 20, 2024)  

 
Japan. Keiko Ishiwata, President of the Japan MI Society, wrote in 2023 on her Linked-In page:  
  

It has been 40 years since the theory of Multiple Intelligences (MI theory) was first advocated, but 
in Japan it has been only well known in academia, especially among psychologists. Thus, MI theory 
was never implemented in mainstream educational institutions in Japan. In 2003, a group of 
volunteers who participated in Project Zero Summer Institute, Harvard Graduate School of 
Education in order to study MI theory, established the Japan MI Society to promote MI theory in 
Japan. 
 
There have been gradual changes in education in Japan since 1990’s. It is fair to say that Japan is 
trying to move away from knowledge-oriented education and achieve an education that resonates 
with MI theory. Therefore, MI theory serves as a basic concept for educators to improve education 
in Japan. 
 
At one time, the number of students who wanted to enter university in Japan exceeded its capacity. 
The Japanese university entrance examinations were competitive and rigorous, placing a heavy 
burden on students, who were required to acquire knowledge. High school teachers always trained 
their students to get into university. The examinations were given mainly in the form of written 
tests and were knowledge-based.  
 
However, today, with the declining birthrate, universities have been struggling to recruit new 
students. The formats of university entrance examinations have become more diverse than they 
were back then. One of the reasons for diversification of entrance examinations is that universities 
cannot secure admission capacity with knowledge-oriented written tests alone (Kawai, 2017). In 
order to let their applicants pass the entrance examinations, universities now take into account not 
only applicants’ academic capacities (linguistic intelligence and logical-mathematical intelligence) 
but also their special skills or abilities (musical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, naturalist, interpersonal 
and intrapersonal intelligences)… 
 
Japanese education has shifted from an emphasis on linguistic and mathematical intelligences to a 
focus on a broader range of human intelligences. Again, MI is not well known to the general public 
and some educators are ignorant of or novice of MI theory. However, it is true that these changes in 
society have made the concepts of MI theory more acceptable than before. 
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It is my duty as an educator to facilitate the students' understanding of the subject matter, but I 
also strive to help them develop their intelligences. When forming groups in class, I always take into 
account the eight intelligences of the students. This leads to positive and active activities. By 
understanding learners’ intelligence profiles, I need to be more creative in my teaching methods. It 
is essential to teach them in multiple ways, as Gardner points out. 
 
Last year, I introduced a range of Gardner’s works including Multiple Intelligences Theory. In the 
first class, I asked the students what kind of abilities (intelligence) they needed to be successful in 
society. All students in the class answered that it was not knowledge, but rather human nature, 
which are considered to be interpersonal intelligence or intrapersonal intelligence. Japanese youth 
realize what kind of intelligence they should foster to live a successful life. This might be a proof of 
the changes in Japanese education. 
 
Another proof is that some educators from private education sectors such as day care centers, 
preschools, kindergartens, and cram schools have contacted the MI Society of Japan. They want to 
take on diverse populations in their school in order to develop their schools by meeting the 
demands of today's society. To this end, they want to learn MI theory in order to understand the 
intelligence profile of each student and provide an education that enhances their intelligences. 
 
MI theory is 40 years old, but Japan has now got ready to put it into practice. I believe that MI 
theory is very beneficial for Japanese educators to achieve SDGs and also produce human 
resources for modern labor market. 
 

Collegio Montserrat 
The Collegio Montserrat School in Spain headed by Sr. Montserrat Del Pozo, has also been strongly 
influenced by MI. For a discussion of how this network has been influenced by MI, see Chapter 56 
on school networks using multiple PZ frameworks. 
  
Teachers may use individuation and pluralization in their practice without being a part of an MI 
school, and without any MI curriculum, as described in this blog by Howard’s colleague, Shinri 
Furuzawa. She notes these three examples (here, here, and here).  
  

Impact on Assessment 
Educators influenced by MI are typically educators who believe in progressive education and 
alternative forms of assessment. Here is a blog by Amber Strong Makaiau, a professor at the 
University of Hawaii in the College of Education describing the connections between MI theory 
and progressive education, and how MI theory affected how she assesses learning in her students. 
In the next section I first focus on the use of MI in early childhood assessment and then describe 
how MI has been used as an assessment tool with teens and adults. 
  
Early Childhood Assessment 
At PZ, MI theory soon led directly to Project Spectrum, a ten-year research and development 
project led by Howard Gardner, David Henry Feldman (then a professor at the Eliot Pearson School 
of Child Study and Human Development at Tufts University), and Mara Krechevsky. The 
overarching goal of Spectrum was to develop ways to identify and nurture relative strengths and 
interests in young children that recognized all of the intelligences. Spectrum is best known as an 
assessment tool and was later used as a curriculum intervention tool developed for at-risk children. 
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The project is detailed in these three 1998 volumes: 
  

1. Building on Children’s Strengths: The Experience of Project Spectrum (edited by Jie-Qi Chen, 
Mara Krechevsky, and Julie Viens), provides a full history of Spectrum. 
  

2. Project Spectrum: Early Learning Activities (edited by Jie-Qi Chen, Emily Isberg, & Mara 
Krechevsky) describes the learning activities of Spectrum. 
  

3. Project Spectrum: Preschool Assessment Handbook (edited by Mara Krechevsky) describes 
Spectrum’s assessment tools. 

  
Activities in Seven Areas. The original seven intelligences served as a basis for assessment. Activities 
relating to these seven were developed, based on observations of 4-year-olds at the Eliot-Pearson 
Children’s School: 
  

Movement 
      Creative Movement (Biweekly Movement Curriculum) 
      Athletic Movement (Obstacle Course) 
  

Language 
      Inventive Narrative Measure (Storyboard Activity) 
      Descriptive Narrative Measure (Reporter Activities) 

  
Mathematics 

      Counting/Strategy (Dinosaur Game) 
      Calculating/Notation Measure (Bus Game) 
  

Science 
      Naturalist Measure (Discovery Area) 
      Logical Inference Measure (Treasure Hunt Game) 
      Hypothesis Testing Measure (Sink and Float Activity) 
      Mechanical Measure (Assembly Activity) 
  

Social 
      Social Analysis Measure (Classroom Model) 
      Social Roles Measure (Peer Interaction Checklist) 
  

Visual Arts 
      Art Portfolio (yearlong collection) 

  
Music 

      Production Measures (Happy Birthday; New Songs) 
      Perception Measures (Pitch-Matching Games; Song Recognition) 
  
A description of each of these activities is included in the appendix of the first Spectrum volume. To 
capture the ways in which the child related to activities in each area, e.g., confident/tentative, 
persistent/frustrated, impulsive/reflective, playful/serious, focused/distractible, a Working Styles 
Checklist was developed. 
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Note that all of these activities are embedded in real-world activities. They are both part of the 
curriculum and forms of assessment. They are “intelligence fair.” That is, they capture abilities using 
materials relevant to the domain being assessed, rather than an artificially introduced paper and 
pencil test. The materials invite children to become engaged in real-world activities rather than 
only asking them to respond to verbally presented questions (as in a typical IQ test). For example, 
story-telling is used to assess linguistic abilities, a board game with dice assesses mathematical 
ability, taking apart a mechanical object assesses spatial abilities. These activities can be used as 
part of the curriculum as well as for assessment. The end result for each child is a Spectrum Profile 
that describes the child’s strengths and recommended activities for home and school. Spectrum can 
also be used as an MI curriculum, as it requires using all of the intelligences. 
  
The team that developed the Spectrum assessment identified distinct intellectual profiles for most 
of the children. Every child showed at least one strength either compared to their peer group or 
relative to their other abilities. Importantly for the theory itself, there was little correlation among 
children’s performances across activities. These performances were, as the theory would have 
predicted, relatively autonomous. 
  
The Spectrum approach can be used for instruction as well as assessment, though itis not a 
comprehensive approach to early childhood education. But the Spectrum approach can be used to 
give children experience in multiple domains. It can be used to build on children’s strengths or 
strengthen their weaknesses.  
  
Spectrum in Somerville, Massachusetts 
In 1990, the Spectrum team began a collaboration with the Somerville public school system. 
(Somerville is a town next to Cambridge, Massachusetts). A majority of children in this school 
system at that time were at-risk for school failure. Could Spectrum be used as an intervention for 
these children? The team decided to focus on 1st grade given that, from a developmental 
perspective, early intervention is optimal. This project had three goals: 
  

1. To introduce children to a wide range of learning areas 
2. To identify and support children’s strengths 
3. To use children’s strengths to improve overall academic performance 

  
The school system introduced eight learning centers based on the seven assessment areas, with the 
science area divided into natural science and mechanics/construction. The research team worked 
closely with the classroom teachers, helping them to use the materials with their students and also 
to use the materials to identify strengths in their students. The research showed that children 
exhibited very different working styles when they were engaged in an area of strength than when 
engaged in a weaker area. When working in an area of strength, children seemed transformed, 
showing enjoyment, engagement, concentration, and self-confidence. 
  
The next hurdle was to figure out how to improve a child’s academic performance by using their 
area(s) of strength. Teachers discovered that they could incorporate Spectrum activities into the 
math and language areas of the curriculum. For example, in the science learning center, children 
could be asked to sort and graph the materials. In the social learning center, children could use the 
puppet theater to have a puppet read a book. Teachers served as guides and coaches to challenge 
children’s thinking. 
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Using MI for Assessment Beyond the Preschool Years 
MIDAS. In 1987, Branton Shearer created and validated the Multiple Intelligences Developmental 
Assessment Scales (MIDAS), a tool to assess all eight of the intelligences (Shearer, 2007, 2009). A 
version for children in grades K-8, the MIDAS-KIDS, was developed later..  
  
MIDAS is an assessment instrument based on parental, teacher, or student self-report. This 
measure asks about individuals’ skill and enjoyment of a wide variety of activities in daily life. 
Detailed information about how to interpret the measure is provided for teachers, students, and 
parents. The result is a MIDAS profile report that is both quantitative and qualitative. The 
questions asked and the kind of profile created can be viewed here. MIDAS has been translated 
into Arabic, Chinese, Farsi, French, and Romanian. 
  
Since 1987 over 750,000 profiles have been completed around the world. MIDAS has been used by 
teachers, counselors, and educational researchers in both primary and secondary education and in 
higher education. A distinctive aspect of Branton’s work on MI has been his strong interest in 
researching the neural mechanisms underlying each of the intelligences. 
  
ProTeen. Out of his interest in MI, an entrepreneur in India, Sunil Dalal, developed a digital career 
counseling system called ProTeen. He was disturbed by the pressure for teens in India to choose 
engineering or medicine as their only career paths. His goal was to lay out a variegated career 
landscape and to help parents and teens find careers that they are best suited for. He presents 
ProTeen here as follows: 
  

It equips students with the awareness and skills to make smart integrated academic and career 
choices for the 21st century…ProTeen, addresses and resolves issues that teenagers face in their 
journey to success. It aims to dissolve the outdated yet largely prevalent culture that glorifies 
grades and overlooks multiple intelligences. It frees young adults from the social shackles of 
stereotypes. And it elevates parents to provide children access to this platform and encourage 
them, rather than micromanage their child’s life. With ProTeen, Sunil shows us how parenting can 
be done right. 
 

During the research phase, Sunil met on multiple occasions with Howard as well as Mindy 
Kornhaber at PZ. ProTeen is described in detail here. As stated here, ProTeen has been used by 
over 100,000 students and their parents. 
  
Right to Dream. In late 2024, Howard met with a former soccer player from the UK, Tom Vernon, 
founder of an organization called Right to Dream.  RIght to Dream seeks to broaden the basis on 
which promising young children in Ghana and West Africa are assessed and supported. Howard 
wrote to his colleague Jie-Qi Chen his reactions:     

  
 I believe that Richard Branson is funding this effort. I was very impressed with this academic 
entrepreneur's knowledge and ambition – and even if he succeeds in adding ONE additional 
feature to how promising youth in Africa are identified and promoted-- beyond the IQ test! – that 
would be a good thing. (Howard Gardner, personal communication, January 1,c2025).  

Interactive Museums 
In addition to influencing schools, MI has also had an effect on some interactive museums. One 
notable example is the Explorama at Danfoss Universe (now Universe), a science park in Denmark 
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based on MI ideas. The Explorama is an interactive museum for all ages, with engaging activities 
involving one or more of each of the intelligence (e.g., an activity in which people have to balance 
themselves in a group calls on bodily-kinesthetic and interpersonal intelligences); a game in which 
two players compete trying to move a ping-pong ball which moves when a player relaxes calls on 
both of the personal intelligences). Other children’s museums, such as the Connecticut Children’s 
Museum in New Haven, Connecticut, have organized exhibits around MI. 
  
In February of 2025, Howard received an email from Silvino Netto, an educator at the 
Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro. He wrote that he is seeking funding for the construction of 
a Village of Multiple Intelligences, or possibly the Dr. Gardner Village, which would consist of nine 
houses representing the Multiple Intelligences, offering stimulating activities for visitors. These 
houses would be equipped with materials that encourage the development of MIs, each with its 
own educational resources. This village could be established on streets, as well as in schools, 
churches, companies, shopping centers, etc. 
  
Howard advised Silvino to look at the Danfoss Universe’s Explorama in Denmark for a similar 
venture. 
  
Silvino also told him that a samba school (focused on drumming and marching) in Brazil has 
accepted his proposal for a parade theme centered on Multiple Intelligences. He wrote: 
  

The parade will include sections representing each of the intelligences and we already have a 
musical theme: WE ARE ALL INTELLIGENT. We are confident that this initiative will be a great 
success and a powerful way to popularize the theory, given the immense national and 
international visibility of Carnival. It would be an honor to invite you to participate as a special 
guest at this event. We also highlight the relevance of the project with the aim of further 
disseminating the Theory of Multiple Intelligences, including the fact of disseminating publications 
on the Theory. Thank you for your invaluable support, inspiration, and research, which continues 
to bless and impact the world. (Silvino Netto, personal correspondence, February 18, 2025).   
 

Television 
Lift-Off was a children’s television show broadcast on ABC television from 1992 until the series 
ended in 1995. The show was loosely based on MI in order to help develop “competent and 
autonomous children.” Here is a recent article about the show. In 2022, there was a hit ABC 
television show called Abbott Elementary in which teachers set up a gifted program based on MI. 
Here is a blog about this show. 
  
In 1985, the BBC planned a television series featuring each of the intelligences. The series was not 
made for a reason that might make you smile. The directors insisted that Howard get cosmetic 
dental work prior to filming. When Howard declined, that was the end of the project. 
  

Dementia Care 
MI has influenced Matthew Call, a dementia practitioner, and Melissa Mirabello, a teacher, who 
founded the Center for Holistic Dementia Care in Florida. On Matthew Call’s website, he writes: 
“We are the first to implement Dr. Howard Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences to better 
understand people with dementia, which can significantly improve care. The Multiple Intelligence 
Survey for Persons with Dementia© (MISPWD*) is an initial step in our journey to care for persons 
with dementia.” 
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I conclude this chapter by quoting the final paragraphs of a blog by Howard’s colleague, Shinri 
Furuzawa: 

While scaling can be an indicator of success, it is essential to look beyond expansion metrics. 
Success in education requires a balance between reaching more learners and ensuring that the 
quality of educational experiences is maintained or enhanced. In addition to the importance of 
pluralization and individuation, MI theory acknowledges intelligences that are not conventionally 
academic, such as interpersonal; this acknowledgement has in turn led to a greater emphasis on 
developing skills such as collaboration and critical thinking and has provided a strong foundation 
for inclusive education practices. By recognizing that students have different intelligences, 
educators are better equipped to support learners with different strengths and weaknesses. This 
inclusivity helps to ensure that all students have the opportunity to succeed in their own ways and 
on their own terms. 

The impact of MI theory is so widespread that many people accept its principles without knowing 
the name Howard Gardner or without having heard of the phrase “multiple intelligences.” And 
Gardner is happy with that outcome. He once explained the enormous impact of MI theory with 
typical modesty as, “an idea whose time had come 
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Chapter 6 
Teaching for Understanding (TfU): Impact 

When people hear about Teaching for Understanding (TfU), they might wonder what’s new about 
it. Isn’t teaching always about understanding? Sometimes teachers say this is what they already do 
when, in fact, this is arguably not the case. Ron Ritchhart told me that he thinks this is due to what 
he calls the “near neighbor” problem. When teachers hear about goals, some think they already do 
this because they have “objectives.” When they hear about generative topics, some think they 
already do this because they teach “themes.” TfU understanding goals are not the same as standard 
learning objectives; nor are generative topics the same as themes. 

Some teachers have, in fact, been teaching in a way that is entirely consistent with TfU, doing so 
before they encountered this framework. What I have learned is that such teachers feel that the 
framework still helped them because it gives them both a language and a philosophy to describe 
what they were already doing. The same point has been made be educators about MI and by art 
teachers about the Studio Thinking framework (discussed in Chapter 17). 

Vehicles of Impact 
The TfU Online Course 
As the TfU framework was being developed, Stone Wiske and David Perkins recognized the 
internet as a promising vehicle for professional development. In fact, PZ was a pioneer in online 
teaching for professional development. In 1999, Stone and David founded WIDE (Wide-scale 
Interactive Development of Educators), a platform for the delivery of online, asynchronous courses 
for educators (described in Chapter 3) enrolling both US and international participants. Whether or 
not these courses focused on TfU, they followed the TfU model. Thus, teachers who took this 
course became, in effect, students in a TfU course. What better way to learn how to teach in a new 
way than to be introduced to this as a student? The TfU course begins by helping teachers reflect 
on their own understanding of understanding. Every participant walks away with a TfU designed 
lesson plan or unit. 

Because these courses are asynchronous, participants (who live in various time zones) can log in at 
any time and read discussion threads and insert their own thoughts in the thread where 
appropriate—a practice that is possible with Microsoft Teams but not with Zoom. In short, using 
the internet allows ongoing reflection. While working with students is probably best face to face, 
using the internet for professional development when learning a complex framework like TfU 
works effectively, Stone believes. 

Min Zeng was one of the PZ researchers working with Wide World. Her role was to help decision 
makers at schools interested in having teachers take Wide World courses. As a native Chinese 
speaker, she worked with Ministry of Education officials from several Chinese cities, including 
Shanghai, Zhengzhou, and Shenzhen, to identify elite teachers from a wide variety of schools who 
would take the TfU course. This course was translated into Chinese, with bilingual coaches 

86



provided. (The course was also offered in Spanish. Eventually it proved too difficult to run the 
course in a foreign language—especially given the need for bilingual coaches—and thus these 
courses are now only run in English.)  
  
A possible instance of cultural misunderstanding: WIDE researchers wanted schools to enroll in 
teams so that teachers could support one another. But in China, Min told me, the Ministry of 
Education simply picked one teacher from each of many schools who would then presumably go 
back and teach this method to their colleagues. It seems that the Ministry did not grasp the 
importance of teachers having peers with whom to reflect. Without support from colleagues using 
the same approach, Min said, TfU is very challenging to adopt. 
  
For Min, the experience of working with TfU made a permanent impact on how she sees teaching 
and learning. TfU, she said, is an elegant and timeless framework that can be applied to any 
teaching and learning environment. 
  
Impact of the TfU course. Researchers at PZ worked with eight organizations to test the impact of 
the TfU WIDE course (Mirny, et al., 2008): three schools in Australia, two in Singapore, three in 
New York City, six in Kentucky, and the Jordan Education Institute, an educational development 
organization in Jordan working with a network of innovative schools. A total of 251 teachers, 24 
school leaders, and 969 students participated over the span of ten months.  
  
Members of the research team participated in a threaded discussion to exchange ideas, questions, 
and critiques, and posted their interim and final reports on a wiki. Follow-up surveys and focus 
group interviews were conducted with school leaders, teachers, and students. Student work was 
analyzed and classroom observations conducted. 
  
Effects on teachers. Teachers deepened their engagement with the TfU framework. As just one 
example, a teacher from Jordan noted that “Clarifying the understanding goals to my students 
helped me appreciate their role in the learning process and I now work with rather than for my 
students…”  
  
Effects on leaders. School leaders said that their leadership style became more transparent and less 
top-down, and that they changed their focus from learning to understanding.  
  
Effects on students. Students in classes taught by the participating teachers were asked to evaluate 
themselves. One school in Australia reported that students agreed with the importance of 
understanding learning goals and being able to flexibly apply what they had learned. In another 
school in Australia, student responses were compared to those in classes that were not designed by 
the TfU framework. In comparison to students in the non-TfU group, those in the TfU classes 
reported greater engagement, were more likely to say that they understood the goals of a 
particular lesson, and that they continued to think about the class after it was over. 
  
Systemic effects on schools. Several schools reorganized themselves to create a common time and 
space for collaborative planning and online professional development. In sites where teachers and 
leaders had studied together for a year or more, a positive shift in educational culture was 
reported, including greater engagement and the emergence of a collaborative culture of ongoing 
inquiry. 
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In 2007, Stone Wiske, on a six-month sabbatical, went around the world visiting schools that were 
“hotbeds” of TfU activity. Having learned about these schools from educators who signed up for 
WIDE courses, her travels took her to Argentina, Australia, Brazil, China, India, Jordan, and 
Scotland. For a complex educational approach like TfU to last over time, it is essential, she said, for 
there to be school leaders who are passionate devotees of a particular philosophy. In addition, 
there must be a significant cadre of teachers all interested in the same kind of approach. There 
must be built-in time for teachers to meet with one another, since TfU thrives on continual 
reflection and improvement. And there must be school-wide presentations where culminating 
performances of understanding can be witnessed. A lot of “musts”—but that’s because TfU is a 
complex framework. In my view, it is the most complex of PZ’s frameworks. 

  
Impact on Teacher-Collaborators 
The original 1998 book, Teaching for Understanding, documents a number of teachers implementing 
TfU. These were teachers who worked with the PZ team and helped to develop this framework 
and/or the TfU handbook. 
  
Joan Soble, an English teacher at Cambridge Rindge and Latin High School, used TfU to improve the 
introductory writing workshop for 9th graders at risk of failure. Her generative topic was “writing 
about place.” Her overarching understanding goal (also called a “through line”)  was that students 
will understand how to express themselves in writing. This goal led to many sub-goals: e.g., 
students will understand that writing is a multiple-step process; students will understand that 
creating a complete piece of writing can also involve steps such as collecting data and making 
measurements. After many months, she began to integrate TfU into her overall teaching approach 
and then to use the framework in a literature course. She went on to introduce the TfU framework 
to her colleagues via a short course. Joan is discussed in more detail in Chapter 51. 
  
Other teachers featured in the 1998 book are Bill Kendall, a math teacher at Braintree High School, 
Braintree, Massachusetts, Eric Buchovecky, a physics teacher at Belmont High School, Belmont, 
Massachusetts, and Lois Hetland, then a humanities teacher at the Shady Hill School in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. 
  
In order to implement TfU fully into their teaching, each of these teachers worked with a PZ 
member over the course of a year. TfU requires a lot of work and a lot of professional development. 

 
Impact on Teacher Education at University of San Francisco  
Judy Pace, now a Professor in the Teacher Education Department at the University of San 
Francisco’s School of Education, was a member of PZ from 1989-1995. While she was influenced 
by numerous PZ ideas – multiple intelligences, the protocol method of looking closely at student 
work, portfolio assessment, project-based learning, and making thinking visible—the ideas and 
practices of TfU have had the strongest impact on her teaching of secondary school teachers. She 
wants them to understand how to focus their teaching on big ideas, performances of understanding 
in which students work with those big ideas in a variety of ways, and ongoing assessment of 
students’ learning. In the past she has had the teacher candidates develop skeletons of unit plans 
using the TfU framework. 
  
When I asked her whether her students actually go on to use TfU in their own teaching practice, 
she recognized that this does not happen easily. Her students love the idea of generative topics and 
project-based curriculum. But many of her students have themselves received a traditional (top 
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Paula Pogré, a Professor of Education at Universidad Nacional de General Sarmiento, attended the 
PZC in 1996 and returned each year for the next 15 years, eventually becoming a mini-course 
teacher. I learned from her that L@titud Nodo Sur has conducted professional development on TfU 
with over 100 individual schools in 19 provinces of Argentina and in ten other countries in Latin 
America (Brazil, Costa Rica, Chile, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, 
Uruguay). 

L@titud professional development is never mandated but is given upon request. They never work 
with isolated schools, but only with groups of schools who apply to them requesting professional 
development—such as all of the public schools in a particular city. In Chile, by working through the 
Agape Education Corporation, they were able to work with all of the school districts in the country. 
Paula has written about educators’ use of TfU (NOT & Lombardi, 2004). 

L@titud Nodo Sur eschews short workshops on TfU in favor of multi-year collaborations with 
school districts, always introducing TfU in tandem with VT. When initiating work with any group of 
schools, they make it clear that the collaboration will take time, making a plan for one year with the 
expectation that the collaboration will take three years. 
  
Although they work with both public and independent schools, the network prioritizes reaching as 
many public schools as possible, since the large majority of schools are public. When an 
independent school asks to collaborate, that school must agree to one condition, namely, to bring 
on board at least one or two public schools. 
  
L@titud also works with teacher training colleges and universities. In 2006, Paula and her 
colleagues were able to work with all of the teacher training institutions in Argentina. The future 
teachers at these institutions were all introduced to the ideas behind TfU and VT, along with other 
pedagogical models such as those of Paulo Freire and Lev Vygotsky. TfU is also taught at the 
university level. Three public national universities each offered a seminar on TfU: San Luis National 
University in 2010, Villa Maria National University in 2012, and Tierra del Fuego National 
University in 2014. Participants in these seminars included not only students learning to become 
teachers but also university faculty in a wide variety of fields.  
  
Javier Simon, a member of L@titud Nodo Sur since its creation, teaches at the University of the City 
of Buenos Aires and the University of Buenos Aires. In 1998, he attended a talk by Howard in 
Buenos Aires and “discovered” TfU. He saw it as a bridge between the theory and practice of 
teaching. He then attended the PZC, joined the L@titud network that was just starting, and began 
to offer teacher workshops on TfU. Taking the PZ course on TfU taught by Patricia León was “eye-
opening,” he said. 

Javier has carried out more than 20 projects with K-12 and upper secondary teachers, as well as 
university professors in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador and Peru. These projects typically involve 
working with teachers on an ongoing basis over the course of 1-4 years. He tells the teachers he 
works with, “It’s not what I (the teacher) know, it's what they (the students) will build." 

Javier currently works for the Ministry of Education of the City of Buenos Aires as the Manager of 
Innovation and Curriculum for teachers at all levels. He and his team have designed over 300 class 
"sequences" (TfU projects). They have also designed them for adult students who dropped out of 
high school and are now returning. These returning students were from low SES communities and 
often worked in manual and precarious jobs. He found that when given generative topics that 
connect with their lives, better results are achieved. Adult education values content that is 
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presented in social and cultural contexts that are meaningful to students, such as "the world of 
work" or "well-being and health." 

When I asked him how TFU changed learning outcomes, he wrote the following: 

To be completely honest, we never measured the learning outcomes of our TfU projects. It is true 
that this requires a special research design, which is not about using standardized tests. However, 
we have done some exploratory research on TfU and the change in teachers' thinking. In this 
aspect we can affirm that TfU causes changes in teachers' representations of “good teaching.” 

Javier uses TfU itself in the design of the courses he teaches at the university and greatly values the 
abilities that TfU has given him to dialogue and design projects with curriculum specialists from the 
disciplines and with teachers at all levels. 

At the conclusion of our interview, Javier said: “I have never heard anyone say that these ideas are 
not good, ever…they always value the power of TfU to improve teaching and learning.” 

How teachers respond. I asked both Paula and Javier how teachers respond to TfU. The first thing 
teachers often say is “I already do that.” But as they learn more about the framework, they realize 
that they have in fact not been teaching for understanding. When they begin to really teach using 
the TfU approach, they say that this makes teaching so much more exciting.  

Importance of disciplinary knowledge. Both stressed the importance of disciplinary knowledge, not 
only for middle and high school teachers but also for primary school teachers. 

Teacher qualifications. I asked about the challenges of working with schools in very poor 
communities, where teachers were also poor and often had not had solid teacher training. Teachers 
with a solid academic background generally come from middle- and upper-middle-class families 
and tend to teach in schools that serve these same populations. It has been more difficult to work 
with less qualified teachers and, in general, the better designed units were by teachers from 
middle- and upper-middle-class communities. 

However, when choosing meaningful topics for less educated teachers, Javier stressed it was 
possible to generate teaching proposals that worked in vulnerable contexts. Education students 
attending the University of Buenos Aires, an important free public university in Argentina serving 
middle and lower-class students, reported to him that three innovations allowed them to “change 
their minds” about the importance of teaching how to plan courses: (1) generative topics,  

(2) performances of understanding (which they call “activities”), and (3) the idea of continuous
feedback (i.e., formative assessment). Javier said that these components “expand their imagination
about how to design classes.” Some teachers from socioeconomically disadvantaged environments
who attended a public university for their teacher training said of TfU that “with this kind of ideas
and teaching, we could help students grow” and even realize that they can get a university
education.

Using thinking routines well. Thinking routines are also used along with TfU, and teachers 
understand them much more easily than TfU (for example, comprehension performances and 
dimensions of understanding are complex topics for teachers). But thinking routines are not always 
used well. For example, teachers may use them to begin a dialogue on a generative topic but do not 
then use how students respond to assess their level of understanding. 
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Effects on students. The children who had been involved with this program over their primary school 
years were more likely to attend high school than those who did not have this program. Pia said 
that the students in the program felt empowered, realizing that they were capable of thinking and 
were ready to study the more complex classes offered in high school. 
  
Long-term effects. After the program had been in effect for five years, the Minister of Culture 
visited. He was impressed by how organized, disciplined, deep, and interesting the work was. He 
told the team that he now realized the importance of every school having an art teacher, because 
art was important in the development of thinking. The Mendoza Ministry of Education then 
decided to create more space for art teachers and to invite the teachers in this program to teach 
other teachers about this approach. At this point, Pia and the team stepped aside, realizing that 
they had set something in motion that could now proceed without them. 
  
When I asked her if this kind of art integration based on TfU was still continuing in the Mendoza 
county, she said “Yes, but in a very different way, not with the structure we used, but there is still 
something going on.” What she meant was that teachers were still very intentional about their 
planning, deciding first what they wanted their students to learn. 
  
Challenges. Pia said TfU is difficult for teachers to understand, no matter what kind of community 
or what kind of school, public or independent. In all cases, teachers need professional development. 
In her words:  
 

You have to work with the teachers for them to really understand TfU. You may think you 
understand, but it’s difficult to know how to apply the framework. 
  

Teacher Training in Argentina 
Micaela Manso teaches in the Department of Education at the Universidad Católica Argentina. She 
has been deeply influenced by the TfU framework. She learned about TfU as a master’s student at 
HGSE in 1996-97 working with Veronica Boix-Mansilla and later attended several PZCs. 
  
All of the faculty in Micaela’s department train teachers to use the TfU framework. They do so by 
designing teacher education courses based on TfU, which they also combine with VT thinking 
routines. She said that teaching future teachers using the TfU framework was an “institutional 
decision” of her department. She was unaware of any other teacher training programs in Argentina 
teaching according to the TfU framework. 
  
Challenges. TfU is challenging to get right, but “PZ makes difficult things easy” by providing the 
scaffolding needed, she said. But designing a genuine performance of understanding remains 
difficult. Often, she said, teachers think that just having their students explain what they learned 
constitutes a performance of understanding. 
  
Long-term effects on teachers. TfU challenges and reframes teachers’ beliefs about intelligence and 
understanding, Micaela said. However, there are no data on whether these student teachers go on 
to use TfU in their classrooms.  
   

TfU in Israel 
Yoram Harpaz is a leading educational theorist in Israel and has served as editor of Educational 
Echo, the largest education magazine in Israel. He spent the academic year 2000-2001 as a visiting 
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fellow at Project Zero, writing his dissertation with David Perkins as advisor. He has published ten 
books and many articles (most of them in Hebrew) dealing with the aims of education. His work is 
widely read by educators in Israel, and he has had a strong impact on education thinking and 
practice in Israel today. 
  
He is a proponent of TfU and reported that many of the 150,000 teachers in Israel regularly use 
TfU, including performances of understanding. He has discussed teaching for understanding in two 
of his books: Teaching and Learning in a Community of Thinking (Springer, 2014) and Educational 
Design in Six Steps (Routledge, 2020). 
  
Five of David Perkins’ books and two of Howard Gardner’s have been translated into Hebrew, and 
Yoram reported that the ideas of Project Zero, particularly Teaching for Understanding and 
Multiple Intelligences, are well known in Israel. PZ’s VT and TfU materials have been translated 
into Hebrew by the Branco Weiss Institute (an education organization that develops and 
distributes innovative pedagogical models) and are stored in the Branco Weiss library of resources.  
  
Yoram contrasted three kinds of educational goals: teaching to instill thinking skills, thinking 
dispositions, and understanding. Teaching children thinking skills is important but is of no use 
unless children have the disposition (motivation and sensitivity to know when) to use these skills. 
So one must also teach children to want to think and to enjoy the process of thinking. The 
understanding approach goes a step further. Because understanding is always situated in a 
particular discipline, children need a strong foundation in the disciplines (science, history, 
mathematics, art, etc.) before they can display significant understandings in these disciplines. In 
short, and consistent with an MI approach, he believes there is no such thing as the generally good 
thinker. People think well in domains they understand.  
  
This way of thinking could have grown right out of PZ. Yoram told me that when he met David and 
Howard, “I had a wow feeling, they think just like me!” 
  
For Yoram, the most important—and most practical—component of TfU is the concept of 
understanding as a performance. 
  
When I asked him whether the spread of TfU is due to his own influence or to that of PZ, he said 
that it comes from his work but that he “stole” the basic idea from PZ. He quipped, “We say in Israel 
that if you steal one idea, it’s plagiarism. But if you steal many ideas, then you are an expert.”  
  
I asked him whether asking questions, stretching, arguing, and searching for deep understanding —
essential aspects of TfU—are akin in spirit to Talmudic study. Perhaps as the Jewish state, Israel is 
particularly fertile soil for TfU. He thought for a bit and then said that one of the seven thinking 
dispositions that David Perkins writes about is the joy of thinking. And in Jewish as well as Israeli 
culture (the latter, of course, influenced by Talmudic thinking), many people love thinking, 
analyzing, and arguing. And then he told me that a computer scientist friend of his is now putting 
Talmudic thinking into an algorithm—software that cannot only solve complex problems posed to 
it, but can also create performances of understanding. These performances could then be used by 
teachers. Given that one of the most difficult parts of TfU (in my opinion) is coming up with good 
performances of understanding, this could prove to be a very valuable tool. 
  
Yoram put me in touch with Linor Hadar, a professor of education at the University of Haifa, where 
she is also the director of teacher training. The University of Haifa’s faculty of education is 
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considered the best in Israel due to the level of faculty research.  Linor is the head of the BA and 
teacher training programs. 
  
Linor did her doctoral work with Gavriel Salamon, a long-time collaborator of David Perkins. She 
was a post-doctoral fellow at PZ in 2006-7 with David Perkins on the Cultures of Thinking 
framework. In her work teaching future teachers (both at Beit Berl College and University of 
Haifa), she focuses on higher order thinking skills and has trained all of her students (who will go on 
to become teachers) to integrate Visible Thinking and TfU into content areas. Their training is 
similar to the PZC, in that teachers generally don’t just learn about these frameworks but actually 
practice them.  
  
An interesting cultural note: Linor told me that in Arab society, teaching is considered a prestigious 
profession, but in the Jewish culture, not so much—parents want their children to be doctors or 
lawyers. Thus, there is a teacher shortage, and over 50 percent of the teachers she trains are Arab 
Israelis. 
                                            
Another interesting cultural note. Israeli Jews love to argue. In contrast, while Arab society is 
patriarchal and hierarchical, and children generally do not ask questions. So the Visible Thinking 
framework is very new to Arab teachers. 
  
When Linor was at PZ in 2007, Anat Zohar, the head of the Pedagogical Secretariat in Israel 
(analogous to the US Secretary of Education), came to PZ to try to set up a collaboration with PZ on 
integrating higher order thinking into all Israeli curricula. Unfortunately, due to financial 
limitations, the partnership with PZ did not proceed. Nonetheless, in 2009, a recommendation was 
made by the Pedagogical Secretariat in the Ministry of Education to involve VT and TfU in the 
curriculum. Consequently, a great deal of funding went into training education professors to use 
these frameworks in content areas. Linor considers these two frameworks to be integrated: 
understanding is the product of higher order thinking. She also said that the concept of 
performances of understanding is very widespread: “There is no teacher in Israel who has not at 
least heard of this concept…and this is in part due to the publications of Yoram Harpaz and Anat 
Zohar.” I was unable to arrange an interview with Anat Zohar, but Odelia Vardi, the Head of 
Professional Development at the Branco Weiss Institute, whom I also interviewed, told me that 
Anat made a strong effort to spread TfU and achieved “partial” national success.  
  
Linor told me there was no way to track down the number of teachers actually using TfU, given that 
there is always a gap between training and practice. But she mentioned the following: a high school 
course in civics (called Civil Service) is mandated, and the final exam consists of items in the spirit of 
PZ thinking routines, even though they are not actually PZ routines. Half of the test items require 
students to make a claim, support the claim with evidence, then make an opposing claim also 
supported with evidence. For example: 
  

The French Ministry of Education has banned students from using mobile phones during all school 
hours—in classes and during breaks alike. Some argue that the Ministry of Education in Israel 
should also prohibit students from bringing mobile phones to school and using them, while others 
oppose this and seek to encourage the use of phones in school and in learning. 
  
Express your stance on this matter. Present two arguments based on concepts from the field of 
civics—one argument for your stance and one argument (different) for the opposing stance. When 
writing, make sure to include the following components: 
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A. Argument: Clearly present your stance. 
  
B. Justification of your stance: Present an argument for your stance based on concepts and 
knowledge from civics studies. 
  
C. Justification of the opposing stance: Present an argument for the stance opposing yours, based 
on concepts and knowledge from civics studies. 

  
As mentioned above, Israel has a centralized national curriculum, and this is now focused on 
“learning for understanding.” In a 2019 article, Linor wrote: 
  

The concept of understanding as a performance defined in the TfU framework (Perkins 
& Blythe, 1994) has been absorbed into the language and culture of Israeli education; textbook 
tasks in Israel are developed in an educational context in which understanding is construed as a 
series of performances (Hadar & Ruby, 2019, p. 61). 
  

This understanding focus replaced an earlier focus on technical proficiency. She pointed out that 
the specified goals for the national mathematics curricula in a 2006 Ministry of Education 
document include identifying ideas and generalizing from ideas, building models, refining math 
problems, justifying mathematical ideas, developing arguments and critically assessing their 
implementation, critically analyzing different solutions to math problems. In the 8th grade 
curriculum, she told me that that the understanding goals for ratios and proportion include being 
able to apply ratios and proportion in scaled drawings, and being able to determine distances 
between cities by measuring on a map drawn to scale.  
  
Linor analyzed the levels of understanding in several of the authorized mathematics textbooks 
using Yoram Harpaz’ (2011) three levels of understanding. The textbooks she used were ones used 
in Arab schools in Israel. She was able to show that the two most popular textbooks at the 4th and 
8th grade levels differed in the level of understanding required by the performance of 
understanding tasks in the textbooks. In addition, in the analysis of the two 8th grade math 
textbooks, she showed that students who were assigned the higher level of understanding text 
scored higher on national math exams than those assigned the lower level text, though this held 
only for the upper SES students. 
  
Yoram also put me in touch with Odelia Vardi, the head of professional development at the Branco 
Weiss Institute. This institute leads a network of 17 comprehensive high schools (grades 7-12), 
with the goal of promoting “learning competencies and thinking abilities.” These schools have 
joined the network voluntarily. When the network was first formed, around 2000 or 2002, the 
network schools learned about multiple intelligences. This led to school changes in the planning of 
several learning paths in each lesson and in celebrating learning in all intelligences. Today, Odelia 
told me, the MI influence is fully implemented in all schools through alternative assessment 
methods. Sometime after the network of schools was formed, TfU and Visible Thinking routines 
began to be incorporated. 
  
Each school is visited every two weeks by a member of the professional development team at 
Branco Weiss. Teachers of all content areas are introduced to TfU. However, as I learned from the 
professional development leader that I interviewed, TfU is implemented mostly in subjects that are 
rich in language, e.g., literature (including the study of the Bible as a historical text) and history, and 

97



also in science classes. TfU, she said, feels natural in such subjects, but less so in subjects like math, 
physics, technology, and foreign languages, and teachers of these subjects do not use TFU. (I note 
that TfU is designed to be applicable in any subject area.) 

Four of the 17 schools in the network are implementing TFU more intensively by creating 
Communities of Thinking (a project led by Yoram). Classes are divided into small groups 
(communities), with each group working together, researching a big question and eventually 
demonstrating what they learned. I asked why all of the network schools are not using this 
approach. The answer, I was told, is that teachers using this method have to let go of their control 
of the classroom. Not many teachers are able to do this, wondering what their role would become, 
worrying about the noise in the classroom, or even worrying that students might ask questions 
which they would not know how to answer. 

Challenges. About half of the teachers of language-rich subject areas are implementing TFU. The 
others resist, sometimes saying that TfU is too time consuming, other times simply saying they do 
not wish to change how they have been teaching for many years. Odelia speculated that teachers 
resist when they do not know enough about their subject area to teach in this way. This is 
particularly true of teachers who only have a BA in education coupled with a BA in their subject 
area. Teachers with a master’s degree in a subject area coupled with one in education are more 
likely to use TfU because they are more deeply educated in their subject area. However, when 
initially resistant teachers join a webinar where others are demonstrating their use of TfU, some 
get inspired. This community of practitioners gives others the courage to try. 

Sometimes students themselves resist a TfU approach. For example, teachers sometimes ask 
students to come up with a journalist’s headline for what a class was all about. Students readily 
engage in this, but then they are likely to ask the teacher “What is the CORRECT headline for this 
class? Tell us, we need to know your words for the exam.”  

Lois Hetland commented to me that this is an example of one of the levels of understanding from 
the dimensions of understanding framework (described in Chapter 4). She went on to say: 

It is the novice or rote and ritual level. Teachers can think at this level, just as students can. This is 
the most common level we see in schools—especially "good" schools. Kids (and teachers) get the 
idea that they just need to spit back what they're told, and then the teacher will give them an A, 
and they'll say he was a good teacher. There's a chasm between that level of understanding and 
the next level, the "thinking with support" or apprentice level. At that level, kids are deeply 
inclined/motivated, and they also usually have a good bit of synthesized information to apply to 
new questions. So the task at that level is to expand their sensitivity… so they apply what they 
know to increasingly complex issues and questions and problems…that level is where we want 
everyone to be. Some may be higher (the Autonomous thinking level…and some may be lower (the 
Naive or pre-engagement level, where students tune out)...But the main challenge is moving them 
from the "rote and ritual" level to the "thinking with support" level. 

For examples of TfU in the classroom provided to me by Odelia, see Appendix 8, Sample TfU 
Projects in Israel. 

This chapter has described schools and educators who have made use of TfU. Note that most of the 
impact of TfU that I have uncovered has occurred when TfU is used in combination with one or 
more other PZ frameworks—as described in Part IV of this report (for example, Chapter 55 
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describes Louise Music’s work with TfU in the Integrated Arts Learning Specialist Program that she 
created in California).  
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Ron Ritchhart has published multiple books for teachers about these frameworks. He is also 
engaged in a great deal of professional development. Currently, he works directly with school 
leaders and teachers for about 80 days a year. Mark Church, a longtime colleague of Ron’s, also 
often conducts professional development in schools, as does. Jim Reese   

Ron typically works with schools for three years, but he says five years is even better to get VT/CoT 
going in schools. Each year, Ron typically spends from four to eight days at each participating 
school, giving keynote addresses, workshops for faculty and school leaders, and observing classes 
and providing feedback. Schools with strong buy-in from their leaders and a group of teachers (he 
calls these teacher leaders “champions”) require fewer visits from Ron than those without such 
leadership support. Champions are very important for longevity, depth, and breadth across a 
system and are crucial when professional development from Ron or his colleagues ceases. Often a 
champion will leave one school for another, bringing these frameworks with them and spreading 
them in their new schools. Ron has documented ten such instances. VT/CoT has achieved 
considerable longevity after professional development from Ron has ceased. 

Thinking routines are often used along other PZ frameworks, though without the umbrella 
framework of CoT, as readers will see in later chapters (e.g., Artful Thinking, Chapter 14; Agency by 
Design, Chapter 49). Sometimes thinking routines (which are just one tool for making thinking 
visible and one of the eight cultural forces) are picked up by educators without having the whole 
CoT framework. Ron cautions that the use of thinking routines without the larger ecosystem of 
building a culture of thinking may be less robust and lasting. In almost all of the sites where Ron and 
Mark have worked intensively, the entire CoT framework is introduced. 

VT/CoT has also been widely incorporated into many of the museums in the DC area, including the 
Smithsonian, National Portrait Gallery, Museum of Women in the Arts, and Library of Congress. 
They have also been used in museums outside of the US, among themThe Tate (in London), the Van 
Gogh Museum, and the Tropenmuseum (the latter two in Amsterdam). Here is a link to an article by 
Ron about developing a CoT in museums. 

Appendix 9 lists sites where Ron is aware that a CoT has developed. Some of these are discussed in 
this chapter; some are discussed in chapters describing educators/schools using multiple PZ 
frameworks in Part IV of this report. There are simply too many sites for me to have covered them 
all. 

Impact in the US 
In this section, I profile five schools or districts in the US where VT/CoT has taken root. 

Del Mar Union District, California 
The Del Mar Union School District in California serves about 4,000 students in nine K-6 schools. 
This is the site where Ron has had the most intensive relationships, having spent a total of 20 days a 
year there since 2018, including three years with the school leadership, with the work continuing 
today (as of 2025). This is also where he had one of the deepest relationships, with an entire district 
being on board and with CoT written into their master plan. This district demonstrates the 
importance of champions. Both the Superintendent and Assistant Superintendent for Instructional 
Services are deeply committed to CoT. In 2025, Del Mar hosted the first Cultures of Thinking 
Summit, bringing together experienced educators from around North America. 
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Alison Fieberg, Assistant Superintendent of Instructional Services for the district, told me that 
work with Ron influenced how they define high quality instruction. The work with Ron came about 
after the Del Mar district sent a small group of administrators to attend the PZC summer institute 
in 2018. The goal was to learn from PZ because, she said, “PZ is known to be a leader in educational 
research globally,” and they wanted “to be connected to the very best.” 
  
They recognized the importance of critical thinking and moving to a more student-centered 
structure but were not sure what shape this would take. But learning about Visible Thinking and 
creating a Culture of Thinking at the summer institute lit a spark. Teachers embraced the eight 
cultural forces as ways to create a culture of thinking. Having the administrators learning about 
this too has ensured that all schools in the district adopt this framework. There is now a “CoT 
fellows group” of teachers who want to take on a leadership role. “Having a long-term, articulated 
professional learning model is how the school sustains the learning for all staff in our district,” 
Alison said. 
  
Changes in the classrooms. According to Alison, what one would see on walking into one of the Del 
Mar schools is a consistent use of thinking routines throughout the school day in a variety of 
subject areas. Students are doing the majority of the talking; teachers are guides and questioners. 
Students feel more motivated, more interested, and more valued by their school. Alison’s 
observations are borne out by the reflections of numerous “CoT fellows” about what someone 
would notice if they visited one of their classrooms 
  
Alison and her colleagues are now thinking with Ron about how to bring this approach to the 
middle and high schools that Del Mar feeds into. She hopes that if these schools adopt this student-
centered, reflective approach, the disconnection from school often felt by students at these older 
levels will be mitigated. 
  
Northgate High School, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 
For the past three years, Nicole Smith has been principal of Northgate High School in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, a school that has incorporated CoT school-wide and that has been part of Jef 
Evancho’s PZ-PGH school network (see Appendix 21) since approximately 2018. When Nicole 
became principal in 2021, she wanted to redesign the high school experience to promote greater 
student engagement. 
  
Northgate teachers learned about the CoT framework in multiple ways: through a PZ online 
course, through the PZC, through PZ-Pitt network conferences, and through publications by Ron 
and Mark Church. 
  
Teachers readily adopted the CoT framework, because they recognized the need for students to be 
more engaged and for thinking to be made visible so that everyone’s participation is captured.  
Nicole talked about how PZ has made this accessible to them since the tools are easy to use and 
experiment with. As a result, teachers feel safe about taking risks. 
  
Example of an adaptation. Teachers felt that they could adapt thinking routines to their own 
classrooms. Nicole cited an example of a math teacher adapting the +1 routine. The original routine 
asks students to look at an image or read something and then list all the key points or details that 
they remember. Each list is then passed to a neighbor, who either adds an idea, or elaborates on the 
first idea, and then this is passed to another neighbor, and so on. The math teacher adapted this 
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into a multi-step math problem, where students added steps one by one to a math problem that the 
teacher had begun. 
  
Importance of teachers reflecting together. When asked what keeps CoT going at Northgate, Nicole 
stressed the importance of the expectation that teachers will observe one another’s classes and 
meet regularly to discuss their uses of CoT—what is working, what is not, and why. 
  
From theory to practice. The teachers already had the belief in the importance of student 
engagement, but what Ron’s and Mark’s work has done is to allow them to go from theory to 
practice. 
  
Mandela International Magnet School, Santa Fe, New Mexico 
Randy Grillo is principal of the Mandela Magnet School in Santa Fe, New Mexico, a public school for 
grades 7-12 that admits students by lottery. It is both an IB school and thoroughly steeped in CoT. 
CoT was part of this school’s start up plan, and Ron’s 2023 book, Cultures of Thinking in Action, grew 
out of his work with Mandela. 
  
As stated on the school website: 
  

Learning to Think, Thinking to Learn is part of the Worldwide Cultures of Thinking PZ Project and 
aims to develop the ability of students at Mandela International Magnet School in Santa Fe, New 
Mexico as thinkers and learners. To accomplish this, the project draws on the extensive research of 
Project Zero related to thinking, learning, and teaching for understanding. This includes promoting 
thinking through the use of “thinking routines” and by helping teachers to establish a classroom 
culture that supports thinking. The project provides a unique forum for the further development 
and refinement of these approaches by combining them at a new school and tracking students’ 
development over time. 

  
Ron and Mark have worked with the educators at Mandela since the school was founded in 2014, 
and the work is still ongoing, funded by a grant to the school from the Melville Hankins Family 
Foundation. As long as funding continues, Mandela will continue to work with Ron and Mark. When 
the funding ends, Randy said, the school will have to keep this alive internally. And it will do so, he 
said. All of the Mandela teachers have created a culture of thinking in their classroom. “Once 
you’ve gotten onto a bicycle,” Randy said, “you just keep peddling. Our school is like this. We just 
keep going on, and we bring new staff into this.” 
  
Every year Mandela runs a two-day overnight retreat in the mountains just before the school year 
begins, with Mark and Ron in attendance. Every full-time staff member attends voluntarily and 
receives a stipend. After the retreat, monthly evening meetings with Ron are held. One year, the 
agenda of these meetings was to discuss each chapter of Ron’s 2019 book about the eight cultural 
forces needed for a culture of thinking. In between the meetings, staff had study groups and 
homework. This intense kind of training, Randy said, “is just unheard of in public schools” and he 
was “blown away.” 
  
At the end of his first year as principal, Randy attended the PZC summer institute along with five 
other Mandela staff.  
  
Ron formed a CoT fellows group consisting of the principal and 3-5 teachers not only from Mandela 
but also from other schools (public and private) in Santa Fe and Durango, Colorado. Ron and Mark 
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work once a month with this fellows group.. Every six weeks, the fellows do “share outs” with the 
staff at their schools about what they have learned. This fellows group holds yearly conferences 
hosted most often at Mandela but sometimes at the other schools, and during these conferences, 
teachers are free to visit classrooms at the host school. Every year in April, Mandela invites 
members of the community to come and hear about what the school has been doing with CoT. 
  
Classroom change. Randy goes into many public school classrooms where he observes students 
sitting quietly taking notes, with a teacher in front of the room speaking, using slides on a screen. 
Mandela classrooms look very different: students are sitting in groups, working together on 
something. It’s a little loud and a little messy. But it is very social and thinking oriented, and the 
students are all talking about ideas. In 2025, Mandela was ranked the third best high school in the 
state. 
  
Rio Grande School, New Mexico 
The Rio Grande School is an independent school in Santa Fe, New Mexico. I spoke to Ahlum Scarola, 
who became the head of the school in 2019. Ahlum already knew about VT/CoT from when he was 
principal of the Mandela International Magnet School in Santa Fe in 2017-2019 and where Ron and 
Mark were working with the teachers. When Ahlum went to Rio, he brought the Visible Thinking 
with him. 
  
All faculty at Rio Grande participate in VT/CoT. Ahlum thinks of his teachers as his students. One 
summer they read Ron and colleagues’ 2011 book, Making Thinking; in summer of 2024 they read 
Cultures of Thinking in Action. He said that his teachers are “all over this book and Ron’s website.” 
  
Ron comes regularly to work with Rio’s teachers. He models thinking routines to get teachers to 
think more deeply about their practice. He asks teachers to look at “street data”—evidence from 
their classrooms about the mindsets and then bring them back to the group to share. Over the 
years, the teachers have collected street data for all of the mindsets. Most recently, teachers have 
chosen this mindset: Learning is as much a collective enterprise as they are an individual endeavor. 
  
Ahlum makes it clear to teachers that thinking routines should be part of the bigger picture. They 
should use the Understanding Map to decide on which routines to use depending on the kind of 
thinking they want to foster.  
  
Changes seen. Ahlum said that teachers have grown a great deal from the work they have done with 
Ron. Students also have been changed: more student voice, more student collaboration and 
dialogue,students, feeling more integrated into the classroom, and greater ability by students to 
make their thinking visible without it feeling scary. 
  
Challenges. It has not always been easy to get everyone on board. Teachers need the freedom to 
play with these practices and experience them. As Ahlum explained, “Getting all teachers to buy 
into any theory or shift in theory is difficult. Some teachers are just stuck in their ways, and others 
prefer to focus their growth in other areas.” 
  
Oxnard School District, Ventura County, California 
Long-time science educator Debra West was hired by the Oxnard School District in Ventura 
County, California, to write a grant to the US Department of Education to support the 
transformation of the three Oxnard middle schools (grades 6-8) into STEAM academies, 
integrating art with science. The Oxnard schools serve primarily low SES students. Debbie knew of 
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Ron. A grant of $12 million was awarded, with Ron written into the grant for five years. The goal of 
the program was to improve student outcomes through the use of project-based learning and 
Renzulli-style enrichment, both supported by thinking routines. About 40 Oxnard teachers were 
trained by Ron in thinking routines (and many attended the PZC). 

Debra described the following example  of thinking routines in action at Oxnard. High school 
students were tasked with coming up with projects related to energy and the environment and 
then guiding 6th graders in these projects. The high school students worked in small teams. They 
had to first come up with a problem that they believed needed to be solved, research it, and then 
design and teach a lesson about this to 6th graders in all six of the middle schools. The high 
schoolers used thinking routines as they were developing the project. To do this, they had to think 
first about the kind of thinking they wanted their students to do, and then find the right routine. 
Many teachers thought this was asking too much of high schoolers. “Our students can’t do this,” 
they said. But they were proved wrong. Here are three examples of projects the high school 
students developed and then taught to 6th graders. 

One team designed a lesson on how to build a solar car, which involved teaching students about 
circuits, and solar cells, then designing, testing, and ultimately racing the car. In designing the 
project, students used Generate-Sort-Connect-Elaborate to help them in design thinking. In both 
designing and teaching the project, they used many other thinking routines to promote reflection, 
such as “See-Think-Wonder and Explain.” 

A second team designed a project around understanding what went wrong with the Titan 
submersible designed for people to view the Titanic wreck, which imploded in 2023. The project 
involved designing the submersible in such a way that it would not have failed 
Here they used tools from Agency by Design to figure out what went wrong with the system. They 
used the Beauty and Truth routine to think about how the exploration to uncover the submersible 
could also reveal the beauty of the undersea world. 

A third team designed a lesson around a real problem that developed—the devastating Thomas Fire 
in 2017 in Ventura cCounty. Students designed and taught a project for restoring the land that had 
been burned. Teachers who thought their students could not develop projects like these were 
amazed. The lesson in this, said Debby, is to have high expectations, and to “allow yourself to be 
surprised.” Creating a culture of thinking and using thinking routines, she said, helps create 
environments where surprising things can take place. 

Benefits. Debra reported many benefits in the use of thinking routines: They are easy to use and can 
be tried out the day after learning about them; they can be used with any content; they help 
students gain a sense of purpose in what they are studying; they lead to powerful learning that 
sticks over time and they help students learn about themselves as learners. 

Impact in Australia 
Kambala and Wilderness Schools, Australia 
Jane Danvers has served as principal of two independent schools for girls in Australia, and she has 
infused a culture of thinking in both. She has led the Kambala school since 2022. Prior to that she 
was principal of the Wilderness school in Adelaide. Both schools have pre-kindergarten programs 
and extend through senior year in high school. 
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While attending the International Conference on Thinking in Bilbao in 2015, Jane approached Ron 
and invited him to Wilderness. Ron then served as academic in residence in Wilderness, visiting the 
school four times a year, working with the entire staff to help embed a culture of thinking 
throughout the school, and meeting as well with parents. He began the same position at Kambala in 
2024. 

In these two schools, thinking routines are used across grades and in all subject areas. Thinking 
routines like See-Think-Wonder are also used in faculty meetings to provoke thinking and 
discussion, even when these meetings are not about thinking routines. 

Jane has established the Kambala Institute of Teaching Excellence whose mission, according to the 
website, is “to attract, retain and develop outstanding teachers and to create the framework and 
conditions for teachers to reach new heights in their professional practice and career 
development.” Parents are very supportive of the changes Jane has brought about and often 
contribute funds to this institute. These support sending faculty to the PZC and having Ron in 
residence. 

Lasting effects. There has been no problem in keeping a culture of thinking going at Wilderness in 
between Ron’s visits or after he no longer was in residence. Both schools have strong professional 
learning programs and faculty are expected to create a culture of thinking in their classrooms. Jane 
described Ron’s taking teachers from where they are and moving them to something new. Teachers 
try out practices that are new to them, get feedback and try them out again, until eventually new 
practices become second nature. 

Penleigh and Essendon Grammar School, Victoria, Australia 
Kate Dullard is the principal of Penleigh and Essendon Grammar School in Victoria, Australia, a 
highly ranked K-12 school with approximately 3,000 students and 300 teachers. In 2010, the 
leadership team decided to build a culture of thinking at the school. Kate had learned about PZ 
while in graduate school, and the Vice-Principal had been at a school that had engaged with PZ and 
knew about thinking routines. The school formed a subcommittee of teachers and administrators 
to work on what they saw as good thinking. They decided that PZ’s thinking routines would be a 
good place to start and liked the fact that they could be used with any age and with any subject 
area. Teachers tried these out in their classrooms and reported small but immediate benefits right 
away. They recognized that these routines could scaffold the kinds of thinking they wanted their 
students to develop. 

Ron was invited to the school around 2012 and has had an ongoing relationship with it. When Ron 
comes, he presents a keynote to all of the teachers (with a different focus each year). Teachers then 
break out into workshops as Ron circles through to observe and coach.  Between visits from Ron, 
teachers work in small groups applying what they learned in their classrooms, observing each 
other’s classes, and meeting together regularly to discuss. In addition, teachers can apply to do a 
specific year-long project with Ron, including 4-5 days with Ron throughout the year and working 
in teams between those sessions. The program might be on how thinking routines promote 
engagement, for example, or on one of the cultural forces. 

Kate recently presented about the use of thinking routines at a conference for senior English 
teachers. She demonstrated the Give One, Get One routine. She asked the teachers at the 
conference to each list characters from literature who would make a better prime minister than the 
current one. They were then asked to give one of their ideas to a colleague, with each of them 
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attempting to justify their choice. Each educator, by the end of this exercise, had a much longer list 
than the one they started with and had heard different ideas and opinions from others in the room. 
Kate believes this routine promotes engagement, and she wanted to make the point that high 
achieving students like those at Penleigh do not need to just memorize and regurgitate facts. She 
showed us a video to demonstrate how engaged students were in this routine, with many more 
students offering ideas and opinions through the use of this structure than what would have 
otherwise been the case. 
  
At the conference, she also demonstrated the use of the ‘Give One, Get One’ routine to improve 
students’ argument analysis skills (this is described on p. 45 of The Power of Making Thinking Visible). 
Students were asked to annotate a text using a persuasive rhetorical device, then ‘give’ and ‘get’ 
another device to/from a partner, and then make further annotations, in a different colored pen. A 
comparison of the before and after annotations showed how much richer they became after the 
use of the routine. Students were asked to reflect on what they had not at first included by noting 
what had been added in a different color—a lesson in metacognition. Sharing with a partner also 
shows students how they can learn from students who think differently from them. 
  
Kate gave an example to show how strongly embedded thinking routines have become in the 
students: One Year 11 Legal Studies student faced a test question calling for an extended response, 
and he planned his response by annotating the question using the See-Think-Wonder routine even 
though the test did not ask for this. 
  
Kate has used thinking routines when meeting with her school leaders. When things are not going 
well in a classroom, the school uses the Cultural Forces as a diagnostic tool and a way of helping the 
teacher improve. Teachers are encouraged to think about which of the cultural forces might be 
better employed. 
  
Changes in student learning. When asked how the use of thinking routines has affected student 
learning, Kate said that it has improved metacognition. It has made students more aware of how 
they think, help them notice gaps in their thinking, and in general supported their thinking. Thinking 
routines have helped to create the habit of thinking more slowly, rather than jumping to 
conclusions, and of appreciating others’ perspectives. Perhaps the most concrete and powerful 
example of the effects on student learning at Penleigh and Essendon School concerns two 12th 
grade accounting teachers, Steve and Darrel, using a routine called Main-Side-Hidden. Here is 
Ron’s account, 
  

Both Steve and Darrel continue to use the Main-Side-Hidden routine with each of 
the concept areas in the accounting course, seeing gradual improvement and success 
by the students. Although initially they thought the routine was of most help 
to their weaker students, over time Steve and Darrel noticed that improvement was 
happening across the board. “As Victoria Curriculum assessors of external examinations, we would 
be lucky to mark one or two student papers at the level of a 100% 
response out of the 300 odd papers we mark each year,” Steve notes. “However, 
in our classes now we have at least 2–3 students per assessment task reaching that 
level out of our combined group of 55 students, which is astounding. We are also 
seeing significant increases for our lower to middle range who are now averaging 
scores in the 60–75% range rather than the previous averages of 40–55%.” (Ritchard, 2020, p. 
123) 
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The workshops Ron runs usually have 70-90 Xuedao teacher-participants, with breakouts into 
smaller groups. Workshops are run in English, with Chinese translations. Schools are encouraged to 
send groups of teachers because, Aiqin explained, if you want to start a “thinking school,” you don’t 
want one teacher trying to go it alone. The school leaders attend this professional development 
along with their teachers, which Aiqin sees as very important. 
  
Aiqin has considered other PZ frameworks but finds them less structured than the VT framework. 
Thinking routines are very popular, she said, and even teachers who just hear about a routine 
without attending a workshop know what to do, although teachers who attend the workshops of 
course have a deeper understanding. Teachers love the routines, she said, because they can 
immediately see how they can help them organize their lessons. And when teachers start using the 
routines, they see student engagement immediately rise. 
  

Impact in India 
EuroKids preschools. Via a September 19, 2024 news report (and another here), Ron became aware 
of EuroKids, described as “India’s leading preschool network.” The article stated that this network 
has “launched its innovative ‘Heureka’ curriculum, inspired by Harvard University’s Project Zero.” 
EuroKids has over 23 years of experience and operates over 1600 preschools in 400 cities in India. 
In 2024, this network ran 67 preschool “centres” in Gujarat with 38 of these in the city of 
Ahmedabad. This latest version of the curriculum is designed to foster critical and creative thinking 
in young learners and aligns with the National Education Policy 2020’s vision for holistic 
development.” The network plans to open 150 new preschools in the state of Gujarat over the next 
five years, and eventually to open 200 preschools. “Developed over 18 months, it introduces 20 
Harvard-inspired Thinking Routines that encourage curiosity and critical thinking. The curriculum 
emphasizes teaching children “how” to think rather than just “what” to think.” 
  

Impact in Italy 
American School of Milan. CoT is part of the accreditation plan of the American School of Milan for 
the next five years. In 2021, this school decided to investigate how the use of CoT might affect 
students’ curiosity and critical thinking. Jane Segre, Director of Teaching and Learning, instigated 
this initiative and brought Ron on board to work with the school. She had attended the PZC 
summer institute in about 2004, heard Ron present, and then read all of his books. This experience 
made her much more aware of the importance of getting students to think and to show where they 
are in their thinking and the importance of students being active in the classroom rather than just 
passively listening to the teacher.  
  
The teachers are divided into 11 teams, and each team has chosen a different aspect of CoT to 
focus on. At the beginning of each year, Jane conducts a teacher workshop on an aspect of CoT. In 
the academic year 2023-24, the focus was on getting teachers to address the kind of thinking they 
wanted students to engage in, and then to choose the appropriate thinking routine. Jane feels this 
is important so that teachers do not just use thinking routines as an activity without thinking about 
the reason for using a particular routine. 
  
During the first year, adopting a CoT approach was voluntary for teachers. After that it became 
mandatory, and teachers now need to demonstrate through photographs and/or reflections how 
they are using CoT.  Meeting time is carved out so that teachers can come together to share their 
practices. This occurs five times a year for one hour. ”Not enough,” Jane said, but it is what is 
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feasible. To keep teachers informed about what others are doing, Jane sends a weekly notification 
to all teachers that includes classroom examples of uses of MTV. 
  
Jane described how Ron and Mark integrate thinking routines into their workshops so that 
teachers experience thinking routines as students. This has, she said, been inspirational for many of 
the teachers. Teachers also realize that they can adapt thinking routines to their discipline and for 
any age group. When teachers are able to adapt a thinking routine, this demonstrates confidence. It 
does not matter whether they follow every step. 
  
One example of the use of a thinking routine Jane gave was that of David Camp, a 12th grade 
English teacher in the IB program at Emanuel School in Sydney, Australia. When he gives an exam 
to his 12th graders, he tells them not to plunge right in to answer a question but instead to use the 
See-Think-Wonder routine to unpack the question before writing. In interviews with the students 
that Jane carried out, she found that students said that this practice made their answers more 
thoughtful. 
  
The school is assessing the impact of CoT on their students. At the beginning of year 1, students 
were assessed on their critical thinking using a measure developed by OECD. Teachers are working 
on a measure of curiosity. In addition, all students created a concept map about thinking (which was 
then coded using Ron’s scoring method). Assessment measures will be readministered at the end of 
2026. 
  

Impact in Japan 
Canadian Academy Kobe, Japan 
Canadian Academy Kobe is an international K-12 IB school in Japan, conducted in English, that 
includes native speakers of Japanese, Chinese, and English. Trevor Rehel and Erin Boutitie are 
Elementary School Learning Leaders at Kobe. Ron Ritchhart has had a strong impact on this school 
through an ongoing relationship starting in 2017. 
  
Thinking routines were already in use before Ron came to the school. Trevor knew about them 
because he knew about PZ. “We all knew about it. We had teachers who had taken courses. It was 
just in the culture of the school. It’s quite famous in our circle [international schools circle], 
everybody kind of talks about it.” Erin did not know of PZ, but she had used thinking routines at a 
previous position without knowing their origin. 
  
When Ron visits, he works with teachers from pre-K to grade 10. He conducts a weekend 
workshop on cultures of thinking and then stays a few more days to meet with the teachers and 
parents and to visit classrooms. He meets with the leadership team to discuss the best ways to 
implement cultures of thinking and thinking routines. He conducts a “lab site” where one teacher 
volunteers to teach a lesson with the other teachers as students, followed by group reflection. It is 
in these days following the workshop that the learning is really brought to life. 
  
Commonly used routines are: Think-Pair-Share; I used to think.Now I think; See-Think-Wonder; 
Think-Puzzle-Explore; Chalk Talk; What makes you say that? (which gets students to go deeper, 
explain their thinking, and not jump to conclusions); Compass Points (which is not only about 
thinking but also about feeling); Name-Describe-Act; Turning and Talking; and Peel the Fruit. 
Teachers may use one routine more than another, depending on their comfort level. 
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Effects on students. Many thinking routines have now become habitual. Sometimes students 
automatically use a routine to start unpacking what they are learning about, or they turn 
spontaneously to their partner to discuss what something means. These routines are good for all 
students, said Trevor and Erin, but are especially helpful for students not confident about talking in 
front of the class: Speaking to their partner provides a rehearsal for something they feel they can 
then say to the whole class.  
  
Effects on teachers. During the school year, all teachers participate in a research group of their 
choice, meeting every week for two hours on an early release day. Every year there is a group 
working on cultures of thinking, where they choose one cultural force, do a deep dive into it, and 
visit each others’ classrooms. Teachers’ reflections in these research groups, and their changes in 
classroom practice, form part of the basis on which teachers are evaluated. 
  
Thinking routines are also used in weekly professional development sessions run by the school 
leadership, in team meetings with teachers, and in team meetings when Erin and Trevor are helping 
teachers plan. 
  
Erin and Trevor meet weekly with each grade level team to plan units of inquiry and discuss the 
data from thinking routines. This is followed by the teams meeting on their own with their grade 
level teachers to continue their planning sessions. At the end of the academic year, teachers reflect 
together to plan their teaching for the upcoming year. 
 
Effects on parents. Thinking routines are used in parent workshops, with parents happy to engage in 
these and supportive of their use in the school.   
  

Impact in Latin America 
Avenues The World School, São Paulo, Brazil 
Avenues The World School in São Paulo was founded in 2018, and Anne Baldisseri has been its 
head since August 2023. Avenues is a progressive, for-profit family of schools with locations in 
New York and São Paulo, and previously in China, Silicon Valley, and online. Avenues Schools are 
project-based with no exams. Avenues teachers make use of essential questions (but not the TfU 
framework), ongoing assessment, and performances where students demonstrate what they have 
learned. 

Anne is deeply familiar with PZ approaches, having attended the PZ Classroom as a “student” and 
then later as a facilitator. She took PZ’s TfU course as a student and later became a coach for the 
course. She also took the Making Thinking Visible course and Leading for Understanding, an early 
PZ course that was only offered a few times. For this course, participants read a 2005 book by 
multiple authors including three from PZ, Learning at Work (Bonnet, Miani, Perkins, Unger, & 
Wilson, 2005). 

Prior to directing the Avenues School in São Paolo, Anne started working at Avenues in 2016 as the 
Head of the Primary Division. Before that she headed the early years program at St. Paul’s School, a 
British school in São Paulo. Anne told me that she made many changes to the early years program 
because of the influence of PZ, including thinking routines, playful learning, documentation, and 
implementing an emergent curriculum. In her role as head of early years, she also organized yearly 
conferences at St. Paul's School for Brazilian educators. She invited Ron Ron, Mark, and Tina Blythe 
to present at these learning conferences and introduced thinking routines as well as protocols for 
looking at student work in her own work with teachers. Unfortunately, there may be no traces left 
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of her innovations at St. Paul’s because new leadership came in and changed the curriculum to 
reflect a more British educational framework. 

When Anne came to Avenues, she found that many of the teachers there were already using 
thinking routines, having previously taught in schools where thinking routines were common. Some 
thinking routines, she said, like See-Think-Wonder, “are probably known by almost all teachers in 
the world.” When she runs meetings with Avenues teachers and parents, Anne uses thinking 
routines as well as PZ protocols. She mentioned particularly using Connect-Extend-Challenge and 
Think-Puzzle-Explore, as well as the ladder of feedback any time there is a presentation or 
performance. 

In October, 2023, Avenues was bought by Nord Anglia Education, an international school 
organization that embraces many PZ ideas. Anne told me that after Nord Anglia took over she was 
freer to make curricular choices as long as they maintained the core Avenues World Elements 
curriculum, which reminds her of David Perkins’ idea of what's worth learning. Today in 2025, 
Avenues teachers are involved with a project at PZ called Project Delta (Dispositions for Engaging 
Learning Today), directed by Flossie Chua and David Perkins. This is a year-long collaboration 
between PZ and Nord Anglia Education, which ends with a meeting at PZ in August, 2025. This 
page on Nord Anglia’s website describes their push to develop meta-cognitive skills in even the 
younger learners using PZ thinking routines in 27 Nord Anglia schools.  

Northlands, IB School in Argentina 
Marcela Danowsky, an educator in Argentina, is unusual in that she has implemented thinking 
routines without any contact with PZ or any contact with others who were experienced in using 
these approaches. And she was the only teacher in her school using this framework. 
  
She first heard about PZ in 2017 when the head of the secondary school where she was teaching 
introduced some of the PZ approaches. She was intrigued, and when she began teaching 3rd and 
6th graders at Northlands, an IB International School in Argentina, she researched information 
about thinking routines on the PZ website as well as information on this website created by 
educator Alice Vigors. She experimented with thinking routines, sometimes combining them with 
slow looking. She said it was a matter of trial and error; she put these approaches into practice 
while continually checking what worked with her students. She uses See-Think-Wonder, for 
example, and finds that her students love it. They know it by heart and understand how it works, 
she said. 
  
Marcela uses slow looking not just for art but for any kind of image – sometimes ones she creates 
via AI. For example, when starting a new book, her 6th graders spend time looking carefully at the 
cover and then using See-Think-Wonder to think about what the book is going to be about. 
Sometimes she uses the Zoom-in routine, getting students to observe an image part by part, 
revising their hypotheses about what the whole image will look like the more parts that are 
revealed. 
  
Challenges. Marcela is also a faculty member at two teacher training colleges. In contrast to the 
children she teaches, she finds it more difficult to get her teachers in training to open up to thinking 
routines. She said it was like introducing them to a new world.  But after a while they grasped the 
idea, tried it out, and were surprised by the positive results. Her department head was supportive 
of her approach, but no other faculty used thinking routines, and Marcela does not think it likely 
that her teachers in training went on to use these in their own teaching. 
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A Teacher Professional Development Organization in Brazil 
Triade Educationale is a professional development organization working with teachers in Brazil, 
was founded in 2017 by Lilian Bacich and Leandro Holanda. They work primarily with public 
schools at the high school level, making abundant use of Project Zero’s thinking routines, which 
they see as a way for teachers to engage students in meaningful and deep learning with STEAM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, Math) content. Although neither Lilian nor Leandro had 
visited PZ or had direct contact with a PZ researcher, they familiarized themselves with thinking 
routines via the PZ website. In addition, The Power of Making Thinking Visible (2020) is now available 
in Portuguese. In this blog, Lilian clearly explains the benefits of thinking routines: 

Thinking routines provide a set of clear, structurally repeatable steps for students to explore ideas, 
make connections, ask questions, and build understanding around a variety of concepts and 
topics. 
  
One of the main benefits of thinking routines is that they help students make their thinking visible. 
By following a routine, students are encouraged to express their ideas, argue their points of view, 
and justify their answers. This not only allows teachers to assess students’ understanding, but also 
promotes metacognition, or the ability of students to reflect on their own thought processes. 
  
Furthermore, thinking routines are flexible and can be adapted to fit a wide range of subject areas, 
curriculum components, and segments. From the math classroom to the science classroom to the 
literature classroom, thinking routines can be used in any educational context to promote deeper, 
more meaningful learning. 
  

Teachers see right away how useful thinking routines can  be and feel empowered by them. Lilian 
and Leandro told me that they have never encountered teachers who resist using these routines. 

Impact on International Networks of Schools 
Below I describe two international school networks using VT/CoT. 
  
International Thinking Schools Network 
Thinking Schools are part of a professional development organization (Thinking Matters) that 
makes use of Visible Thinking. The organization focuses on whole school change, with a mission of 
improving metacognition. Thinking Matters works with schools all over the world. Their website 
states: 
  

Since our inception 15 years ago we have worked with schools across the globe and through them 
have reached over 400,000 pupils. Our goal is to have positively influenced over a million learners 
by 2025.    

  
Some schools go through a multi-year process of accreditation, which is quite expensive; a larger 
group joins a world-wide network of schools that takes a whole school approach to the teaching of 
thinking. Being a part of the network means that schools are given training and access to webinars, 
and they can share ideas through conferences and webinars. Thinking Matters works mostly with 
independent schools, since they can create their own curricula and can afford the costs. 
  
Accredited by the University of Exeter in the UK, Thinking Schools focus on integrating 
metacognitive strategies into their teaching across all subject areas. To become accredited, 
educators are trained to use various metacognitive approaches. These include Project Zero’s 
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and innovators. These teachers readily incorporated the various frameworks into their teaching, 
unlike the majority who felt they simply did not have the bandwidth or the motivation, or both. 
  
And second, there was one approach that had immediate appeal—the ethical dilemmas developed 
by the Good Project, discussed in Chapter 18. Students were highly engaged and often came up 
with quite sophisticated ideas, stimulated by the concept of the “rings of responsibility.” “While it 
may be possible to use thinking routines in a superficial manner,” he said, “once students get 
involved in an ethical issue they care about, the discussion is unlikely to remain superficial.” 
Unfortunately, this topic was only taught for one year. 
  
He also told me that he is now embarking on a new project—putting Teaching for Understanding at 
the center of his school’s curriculum. 
 
Nord Anglia Education 
Nord Anglia Education is a company in the United Kingdom that operates private, for-profit schools 
around the world. Currently they have over 80 schools spread over 30 countries in the Americas, 
Europe, China, Southeast Asia, India, and the Middle East, with over 80,000 students enrolled. 
  
One of Nord Anglia’s foci is metacognition, and Project Zero’s thinking routines are one of the tools 
used to promote metacognition. Damian Bebell, a researcher at Boston College, is conducting a 
longitudinal study of the effect of PZ thinking routines on student outcomes. 
  
Another one of their foci is “Learner Ambitions,” or life skills. They promote six of these: Creativity, 
Commitment, Collaboration, Curiosity, Compassion, and Critical Thinking. They have teamed up 
with Project Zero, in the Project Delta. In this project, teachers are working with PZ to identify 
thinking routines (or develop new ones) that speak to each of these six life skills, spending six 
weeks on each of these life skills. 
  

Impact on Student Learning 
Three studies have assessed impact of thinking routines on student learning outcomes: 
  
Ron and Mark carried out a study at Washington International School that showed improvement in 
academic performance from the use of thinking routines (Ritchhart & Church 2020). They reported 
similar findings in schools in Australia, California, and Michigan. The study conducted in Australia 
showed that the use of thinking routines improved not only the top performing students but also 
those in the lower quartile.   
 
A study in Chile showed improved academic performance in business students taught with thinking 
routines, compared to those taught using traditional methods ( Sepulveda & Venegas-Muggli 
(2019). 

  
Philippe John Sipacio was a university professor in the Philippines teaching academic and technical 
writing who changed careers after 20 years to become an educator of English Language Learners in 
the East Robeson Primary School in North Carolina, a school where Ron has never worked. 
  
Philippe learned about Project Zero through a Google search online. He read about Visible 
Thinking, including reading one of Ron’s books, and took a PZ online course on Visible Thinking. 
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Philippe works once or twice a week for 45 minutes with K-3 students who are native speakers of 
Spanish, Arabic, Creole, and Mandarin. He uses thinking routines with these students. 
  
The main routine he uses is the See-Think-Wonder routine. He uses this, for example, when he 
shows his students the cover of a book they are about to read, first translating the questions into 
each child’s first language. Other routines he uses include Chalk Talk, I used to think…Now I think, 
and What Makes You Say That. He uses the routines, “to open and explore ideas, activate prior 
experience, create experience, and organize ideas” as well as for “formative assessment and to 
document learning.” 
  
Philippe feels that his students are excited and engaged by this new approach, one that is so 
different from what they experience in their classroom. While his principal was welcoming of this 
new approach, Philippe found it difficult to convince his colleagues to use thinking routines. They 
felt comfortable with what they were already doing and did not want to leave their comfort zone. 
The school, he said, is not a high performing district, and thus there is an emphasis on traditional 
teaching and standardized testing 
  
A small pilot study on this question was conducted by Phillipe Sipacio. In an unpublished study, he 
compared a thinking routine group of 1st and 2nd graders with a group not receiving thinking 
routines (with six in each group in the 1st grade, and seven in each group in the 2nd grade). The 
outcome measure was the reading part of a standardized test assessing progress in English 
language proficiency. At both ages, the thinking routines group achieved significantly higher scores 
than the comparison group, and he presented a poster about this at the 2024 meeting of the 
National Council of Teachers of English.   
  

A Project with Conceptual Ties to VT/CoT: Project Intelligence in Venezuela 
Sometimes a PI from PZ works with another organization on a project that has conceptual ties to to 
work at PZ. This is how I would describe David Perkins’ work on “Project Intelligence” —an attempt 
to teach thinking skills in Venezuela. True, this project did not involve VT/CoT, but it was also 
aimed at deepening thinking in students. David wrote to me about this project, and he included 
some thoughts on the challenge of achieving lasting impact in education:  
  

The short story about Project Intelligence itself is this. The project, with Richard Herrnstein from 
the Harvard Department of Psychology directing for the university, ran from 1979 to 1983. 
Virtually all this was done under subcontract at the consulting firm Bolt, Beranek, and Newman, a 
high-tech organization located near Fresh Pond circle, with many military and other contracts and 
initiatives. Some years ago, it was absorbed into another firm. In practical terms, Project 
Intelligence was directed by Raymond Nickerson of Bolt, Beranek, and Newman. Herrnstein did 
not contribute much substance, and indeed was skeptical, in keeping with his hardline position on 
IQ, about whether an intervention could enhance general intelligence...although it certainly might 
improve some intellectual skills. 

A thinking skills course was developed, targeting seventh grade for testing purposes, although it 
could easily be used a couple of grades earlier or later. The course was stand-alone, not integrated 
into subject-matter instruction. There were six major themes – foundations of reasoning, 
understanding language, verbal reasoning, problem solving, decision making, and inventive 
thinking. I directed development of the inventive thinking component and visited Venezuela 
several times as part of the process. I continued to be active at Project Zero, with Project 
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Intelligence an engagement on the side. No formal relationship existed between the two, but there 
were many spillover effects in both directions. 

The Project Intelligence course program was implemented in Venezuela in several schools on a 
pilot basis, with control sites. An elaborate evaluation after a year of application demonstrated 
substantial and highly statistically significant improvements on almost all measures and much 
greater improvement than in the control schools, which also showed some gains – after all, the 
control students experienced a year of maturation and conventional education. 

We wanted to refine and test the model further. However, there was a regime change in 
Venezuela, and the new government had less interest. The course continued to be available and 
used here and there. 

Also, in the years after, a group in Spain produced and disseminated a version. That initiative 
continued for several years, but I know hardly anything about the details. 

Another development occurred in Venezuela. Beatriz Capdevielle, a Venezuelan friend and 
colleague who was involved in Project Intelligence, subsequently crafted a thinking skills program 
using some of the ideas from Project Intelligence and some others, a program that became quite 
widespread in the state of Miranda, which includes Caracas. This program also was formally 
evaluated with good results, including impact on subject matter learning, which was not part of 
the Project Intelligence assessment. I consulted some for this program. 

Then what? In 1999, Hugo Chavez, a populist socialist politician, assumed the presidency of 
Venezuela at a high point of the oil boom. Chavez managed to improve the economy some for a 
little while, after which severe economic difficulties developed. These and various political 
problems continue under the current authoritarian president Maduro. 

An early step of Chavez was to stifle all initiatives that did not emanate directly from the Ministry 
of Education of Venezuela. This included activities based on the materials of Project Intelligence 
and also the program led by Beatriz Capdevielle. Never mind that they worked! After a while, 
Beatriz and her entire family left Venezuela to live in Guatemala, and many others departed 
Venezuela as well. 

I learned a lot from my participation in Project Intelligence toward fostering thinking. And I 
learned a further lesson from it and related endeavors, a lesson I rarely foreground in 
presentations, because it’s a downer. Programs in specific settings, even effective programs, 
usually do not last. That is why it’s so important to have frameworks and data and materials that 
can carry forward. Those will not last forever either, but they have a longer lifespan, and they can 
inform future endeavors. 

So, what goes wrong with programs in specific settings? Usually it has little to do with 
effectiveness. Events at a different level intervene, like Chavez taking power in Venezuela. Or, 
thinking of a project Daniel Wilson and I and Chris Unger had in Bogotá, Colombia, a change in the 
presidency of the university we were working with. Or I also remember a project Shari Tishman 
and I and others had in South Africa years ago, crafting another thinking skills program, in 
association with an NGO focusing on schools for non-white populations. The program lasted for 
quite a while after the development phase. Eventually, though, the head of the NGO retired and 
the patterns of activity dissipated. 

At a more local level, school leadership changes and shifts in key personnel often lead to a good 
program disappearing. That is why, in Flossie Chua’s and my model for launching, spreading, and 
sustaining programs in schools (which is a general model, not just about thinking skills or any 
specific intervention), we include long-term planning to institutionalize programs. 
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Institutionalizing can help a great deal, but no guarantees. For one thing, people have to pay 
attention to deliberate institutionalization...a step easily neglected, because, when a program runs 
effectively for a while, this nourishes a sense that the program is simply going to last. Also, even 
institutionalization will not always defend a program against new leaders eager to make their 
mark with different values and visions. 

So, to the moral of these tales: always try to ensure “portable” outcomes – findings, frameworks, 
and examples that can inform similar or related endeavors. 

It may be that, in the big picture, what has the greatest spread and staying power for fostering 
better thinking (and other ambitious innovations) are broad flexible ideas and contributing tools, 
which function as “memes” in the culture. There are numerous programs for developing thinking, 
many rarely seen now... not because they didn’t work but because the people and institutions 
supporting them have passed from the scene. However, there is a big plus: the current educational 
scene includes far more toward the development of thinking than in 1980. 

Today, attention to thinking is a presence, one to which Project Intelligence and many endeavors 
at Project Zero and elsewhere have contributed. Degree and quality of attention range widely, 
from hardly any in some settings to serious, informed, and sustained initiatives in others. Such a 
sprawl is natural, given the many complexities of education. For sure though, the development of 
thinking is in the air, informed by various approaches, written into many educational frameworks, 
appearing in official government goals around the world, and often pursued quite seriously.  

This is a tale of caution, or realism maybe. Perhaps one needs 20+ years to judge impact—and even 
then, the impact may only be in the form of the general idea of a project (in this case, the 
development of thinking; in other cases understanding rather than memorization, or student 
agency, or the importance of time for teachers to reflect together, for example). But changing what 
is “in the air” is an important and perhaps lasting kind of impact. 
 
The schools featured in this chapter are only some of the schools that I learned had used (or are 
currently using) CoT/VT. So many schools are using these frameworks that it was not possible to 
interview educators from all of them.   
  
Many educators, school leaders, and schools have made use of the frameworks of CoT/VT in 
tandem with other PZ frameworks, and as will be seen in a number of the chapters that follow. 
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Chapter 8 
Making Learning Visible: Impact 

 
 

 

Vehicles of Impact 
The MLV project has had impact through a wide variety of vehicles. 
  
Publications. The Making Learning Visible book  (Project Zero & Reggio Children, 2001), which 
focuses on Reggio children, and the Visible Learners book (Krechevsky, Mardell, Rivard, & Wilson, 
2013), which focuses on US children, have been widely used, as documented in this chapter.  
 
PZ conferences. The MLV researchers and teacher-collaborators have often presented at the PZCs 
hosted at PZ and at other sites, including this one at the Boston Children’s Museum. Two institutes 
entirely devoted to MLV were held at Harvard in the early 2000s.  
  
Other conferences and school workshops. The MLV team has presented at the Boston Area Reggio-
Inspired Network (BARIN) conferences and the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children. They have also given talks and run workshops at numerous schools and school districts 
across the US as well as in other countries including Australia, Canada, Mexico, Chile, Colombia, 
Croatia, Denmark, Italy, the Netherlands, Singapore, and Spain. There are numerous videos of talks 
given by Mara Krechevsky and/or Ben Mardell available online. Here is just one example. 
  
Online courses. A Harvard online course called Making Learning Visible, developed by Mara 
Krechevsky, has been offered every year since 2015 with the exception of 2021-2022 during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. In addition, Mara, Marina Boni, and Melissa Rivard have taught several MLV 
courses (between 2011 and 2014) as part of the Boston Public Schools (BPS) professional 
development offerings. 
  
Three websites. The initial MLV website can be viewed here. Even though it is a bit outdated, Jean 
Marie Iorio, an educator now at the University of Melbourne in Australia (discussed later in this 
chapter), told Mara that she often uses examples of documentation from the original site in her 
course and begged her not to shut it down. Another early website, created primarily by Gina 
Stefanini (a special education teacher in Brookline, Massachusetts) can be viewed here. The 
current website can be viewed here. It contains downloadable tools, readings, and other resources.  
  
Other online free resources. A widely viewed video created by Melissa Rivard documenting MLV’s 
use in two classrooms at Gardner Pilot Academy in Boston can be found here. Examples of how BPS 
teachers use this approach in their classrooms and confer with one another can be seen here. Ben 
Mardell's 32-minute documentary about teachers' and kindergarten students' learning while 
engaged in an MLV-inspired study of the Boston Marathon can be seen here. Melissa Rivard’s 
conversation with leaders from Reggio about the practice of documentation and its role in teaching 
and learning can be seen here. A video animation of a visual essay about a high school math class 
from the VL book can be seen here. An interview with Mara by Louisa Penfold, Co-Director of the 
Arts and Learning Concentration at HGSE, can be read here. 
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Impact on Teacher Training in the Boston Area 
Both the MLV and VL books have had a strong influence on the training of preservice early 
childhood education teachers. In the Boston area, teacher-educators Megina Baker, Yvonne Liu-
Constant, Lisa Fiore, Ben Mardell, Barbara Rosenquest, and Stephanie Cox Suarez have all used 
MLV ideas and practices in their courses at Lesley University, Boston University, and Wheelock 
College (BU and Wheelock are now merged). Lisa, Stephanie, and Barbara were  educators who 
were also part of the MLV team at PZ.    

Some preservice early childhood educators learned about Reggio independently of PZ but then 
used the two PZ books in their own teaching of preservice teachers. Many Boston-area early 
childhood professors of education were first introduced to Reggio principles when they joined the 
Democracy Inquiry Group (DIG), a group started by the three educators mentioned above, Lisa, 
Stephanie, and Barbara. These three had worked with Mara during the 2003-2006 phase of the 
project. DIG began after the MLV funding ran out because the group felt so strongly about 
continuing the work. (Mara recalls Barbara saying, “We shall not be denied.”) DIG hired PZ member 
Terri Turner to facilitate the group, and Mara and Ben were members for a while. The group 
typically met at Wheelock College, where Barbara and Stephanie were professors. They met 
monthly, sometimes more, and read chapters of the MLV book. Participants brought samples of 
documentations of their students to discuss and dissect. Twice, Tiziana Filippini from Reggio came 
to the group and critiqued their documentation, critiques which some of the US educators told me 
they found eye-opening.  

In 2019, Stephanie and Megina formed a second learning group, the Early Childhood 
Documentation Inquiry Group, as reported here. This group now meets monthly on Zoom and 
includes educators from across Massachusetts, including those in public and private programs, 
community programs, and family day care centers. The Boston Area Reggio Inspired Network 
(BARIN) provides small grants ($1,000) to help other teachers form similar inquiry groups. BARIN 
also spreads understanding of documentation with a workshop series for teachers who log on from 
anywhere in the world. These workshops are recorded and can be used later for professional 
development. Several of these educators told me that participating in these learning groups led to 
their thinking about the idea of children loaning knowledge to one another. It also led to their 
focusing on the big question of what teaching is all about. 

Teacher educators involved with these learning groups have written and presented about the MLV 
approach. For example, in a 2006 article, Stephanie described her graduate seminar for preservice 
elementary teachers as “the most powerful learning I had ever experienced in a graduate seminar 
for pre-service teachers” (p. 35). Stephanie and Lisa curated a special issue of Theory into Practice on 
documentation (2009-2010). Stephanie also started the Documentation Studio at Wheelock (see 
more about this below), which has hosted a number of events and had ongoing exhibits of 
documentation from local and regional educators.   

The educators profiled below have all incorporated MLV into their teaching and have introduced 
their students to either or both of the two PZ books, Making Learning Visible and Visible Learners. 

Yvonne Liu-Constant received a doctorate in child development from Tufts University, after which 
she taught in public and independent schools and then as a professor of education at Lesley 
University in Cambridge, MA. She is now at PZ as the practitioner specialist in the Pedagogy of Play 
project (Chapter 48). 
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When I asked Lisa how MLV changed her view of children, she said that this approach underscores 
children’s competency and curiosity. She loves trusting children’s capacities and looking at them 
through a strength rather than a deficit lens. 
  
Barbara Rosenquest is a professor of education at BU Wheelock College of Education and Human 
Development and was another member of DIG. She said that MLV has influenced her teaching of 
undergraduates preparing to become early childhood educators for over 20 years. After the DIG 
disbanded, Barbara was part of a Wheelock group of teachers that met regularly to discuss MLV 
ideas such as choice, respecting others as they are learning, learning in groups, and the idea of 
children loaning knowledge to one another.  
  
Challenges. Barbara does not know whether her students use MLV in their own practice as 
teachers. But she was confident in saying that unless there was support for this approach from the 
principal, and enough unscheduled time to carry this out, MLV would not be practiced. Of course, in 
the Reggio schools, teachers have full support, and they discuss issues that arise across the Reggio 
schools and within each school. Barbara said that the Boston Public Schools were very regimented 
when she was first teaching the MLV approach, but that things have loosened up a lot. Marina Boni 
and others are now providing much needed coaching support to the BPS teachers 
  
Stephanie Cox Suarez, currently the co-chair of BARIN, is Professor Emerita of special education at 
the BU Wheelock College of Education and Human Development. Stephanie was deeply influenced 
by the MLV project. As a result, Stephanie changed how she taught preservice teachers, making 
learning from documentation central. In her classes, she and her preservice teachers co-
constructed meaning in the documentations of learning brought to the seminar, modeling what 
these teachers would do with the children in their own classrooms.   
  
As mentioned, in 2008 Stephanie created a documentation studio at Wheelock (now BU 
Wheelock). This provided an invaluable resource for teacher education, with its materials revealing 
the many ways and contexts in which documentation can be carried out. A video introducing the 
documentation studio and including educators from the Reggio schools was created by Stephanie 
and PZ’s Melissa Rivard. This video has been translated into several languages and, according to 
Vimeo, has had 90,500 views.  
  
As announced here, BU Wheelock donated the documentation studio to the Early Childhood 
Department of Bunker Hill Community College in 2021. As discussed in Chapter 52, Stephanie also 
founded a documentation studio in the Bilkent Laboratory and International School in Ankara, 
Turkey. Stephanie believes every school needs a documentation center. And this is why, in 2021, 
she created a global digital documentation consortium – now bringing together the documentation 
studios at Bunker Hill, BLIS, Worcester Head Start, and Greenfield Community College. Educators 
from these schools can share questions and ideas and post new documentations and plans.   
  
As reported here, Stephanie has also used documentation in special education. Children with 
special needs do not usually show what they know verbally, and one needs other ways of finding 
out what they know. The use of videos and photos can reveal a great deal. For example, when 
working with a set of twin boys who did not initiate speech, documentation uncovered nonverbal 
communicative strengths. This helped inform instruction and allowed the boys to remain 
mainstreamed in a regular classroom – showing the very real power of documentation for 
supporting both educators and students. 
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Yvonne, Barbara, and Stephanie talked to me about some of the challenges they faced in getting 
their preservice teachers to use documentation well in their classrooms.   
  
Confusing documentation with display. Yvonne mentioned that teachers can get stuck on taking 
pretty pictures.  
  
Taking too many pictures. Yvonne said that too often teachers want to take pictures of everything. 
Instead, they should have a question in mind and what they document should address that 
question. 
  
Need for careful observation. Good documentation depends on good observation. Barbara 
mentioned that her students had to learn how to break down what they observed into small pieces, 
for example what a child says to another child or the way a child uses materials. It was not enough 
to say that children were working together; they needed to observe what children said and did as 
they worked together. It was not enough to say that a child was painting with tempera paints; they 
should describe how a child was painting. Documentation, she said, raised observation to a whole 
new level. Barbara found the examples in the MLV book (her primary text) very helpful for teaching 
detailed observation. 
  
Not enough time for play, which is where documentation takes place. Yvonne told me about a 
workshop on MLV that she gave for five public schools in Wakefield, Massachusetts, where the 
teachers hit a wall: The principals had mandated a class schedule leaving only 30 minutes of free 
time for the children. Documentation has to be carried out in non-blocked time when children are 
playing and exploring. Thirty minutes is just not enough.   
  
Not enough time for children to reflect on what has been documented. Teachers need to use 
documentation to get children to reflect on their own learning. Yvonne told me there is not always 
enough time for this., 
  
Not enough time for teachers to reflect together. Teachers need time to reflect together on what they 
are seeing. There needs to be a system in place to support this. Yvonne said finding this time was 
even difficult at the progressive independent Advent School where she had taught. She noted the 
contrast case of the Charlestown Nursery School in Charlestown, Massachusetts, where teachers 
are with the children for four hours and then have four more hours to meet and reflect together (as 
discussed in more detail later in this chapter). 
  
Believing there is no time to document. Stephanie told me about another stumbling block: Teachers 
think that the act of documenting takes too much time. How, teachers ask, can they create the 
beautifully artfully curated documentations (helped by Reggio-hired graphic artists) seen in Reggio 
and in the MLV  book? But Stephanie shows them examples from the Visible Learners book, with 
ordinary schools, large classrooms, and overworked teachers. The book lists questions teachers 
can ask themselves to determine whether they are creating displays or documentations. She tells 
them if a Boston Public School teacher can do the kind of documentation shown in this book, they 
can do it too. Stephanie also shows teachers that documentation need not be long: She teaches 
them how to whittle down a single documentation into its essence. 
   
Working in groups is challenging. Barbara had her students work on a long-term project in which 
they had to work in groups (mirroring the collaborative learning of a Reggio classroom) to 
understand phenomena such as nest building, bubbles, and kites. They had to decide together what 
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they wanted to know about each phenomenon. When investigating nest building, they had to 
construct a nest that would work, and they could not look up the information (because the children 
they would be working with would not be able to look up information). They also had to learn to 
document their own learning. What they found particularly challenging was working in groups. 
They wanted to know who was in charge, and they were worried about coming up with the “wrong 
answer.” They also had a hard time trying not to teach children “the right answer.” 
  
Challenge of using documentation to plan next steps. Barbara described another challenge: Teachers 
had to figure out how to use documentation to plan for the next class. Preservice teachers are often 
used to having a set sequence in a textbook to follow, but now they were being asked to decide for 
themselves what the documentation showed about learning and what they should do next to 
deepen understanding. This wide-open approach made them nervous. 

  

Impact on Teacher Training in Canada 
Here are three professors of education in Canada deeply influenced by the MLV approach: 
  
Patricia Tarr, a professor of education at the University of Calgary, told me that the MLV book “has 
been one of the most important resources for us in studying and teaching about pedagogical 
documentation and the Reggio approach … I used it my graduate education courses at the 
University of Calgary, and a friend said she used it … in teaching undergraduate education students 
five years ago. We used it, or ideas from it, in Calgary Reggio Network workshops.”   
  
Carol Anne Wein, a professor emerita of education at York University in Ontario, echoed Patricia’s 
statements, emphasizing the importance of the MLV book in Ontario and, to some extent, in 
Canada's eastern regions. In an email to me on March 26, 2023, she wrote: 
  

The book caused considerable excitement when it came out, because it combined two sources of 
great interest to us—the inspiration of the Reggio Emilia approach as a catalyst for rethinking our 
own practice, and the PZ work at Harvard undergirded by Howard’s theory of multiple 
intelligences. Many of us saw these two sources as offering the most compelling approaches in 
counterpoint to traditional assessment and evaluation in schools. The fact these two sources had 
produced a work together gave us great hope. 

  
Susa Stacey, an early childhood education consultant in Nova Scotia wrote (email to Ellen Winner 
March 28, 2023): 
  

Over the years, I have been an instructor at all of our educational institutions here in N.S. (mostly 
the College of Early Childhood Education, but also occasionally at Mount St. Vincent University, 
and the N.S. Community College). At the moment I am semi-retired, but am doing course 
development for a couple of these places, and teaching a new Pedagogical Leadership course for 
an advanced professional certification. And of course I also write - particularly about inquiry-
based practices and pedagogical documentation. 

  
So you can understand why Making Learning Visible has been a hugely important book for me 
over the years. No matter which level of student I am working with, or where in their professional 
learning seasoned educators are, I constantly refer to it. When I received your email, I went back to 
my copy once again, and browsed through all my notations in the margins, and the sticky-notes all 
over it. Obviously it has kept striking a chord with me over the years! 
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Network (BARIN) with its newsletter filled with information and learning opportunities. I describe 
some of the influence of Reggio on early childhood education in what follows, but what I report 
below is surely only a small piece of the widespread impact Reggio has actually had. Without 
investigating the hundreds of Reggio-inspired schools all over the world, I cannot know which 
schools learned about Reggio from other Reggio schools, and/or from local area Reggio schools 
networks, and/or from the PZ books about the Reggio method. 

  
Early childhood education programming in the Boston Public Schools has changed as a result of the 
influence of Making Learning Visible. Jason Sachs, Executive Director of Early Childhood Education 
in the Boston Public Schools (2005-2023), was inspired by Reggio education methods. As a result of 
his sustained leadership and collaboration with PZ researchers Mara Krechevsky, Ben Mardell, and 
Melissa Rivard, some of the principles of MLV can be seen in BPS’ early childhood program for pre-
K and kindergarten children and in the community-based programs for pre-K children affiliated 
with the BPS. The influence of MLV in the BPS is documented on the BPS website here and in a 
2018 book, Children at the Center: Transforming Early Childhood Education in the Boston Public Schools 
(Bardige, Baker, & Mardell, 2018). The influence of the PZ-Reggio collaboration is evident in 
descriptions of documentation of student learning and in some of the thinking routines (discussed 
in Chapter 7). And this 2016 article in The Atlantic clearly shows the influence of the PZ-Reggio 
work on the kind of group learning taking place 
  
Before Jason arrived, early childhood education was in deep trouble, as relayed to me by a  retired, 
veteran early childhood educator at BPS (who requested anonymity). When Jason came to head 
the early childhood program in 2005, many new teachers were hired, and professional 
development programs were expanded. Because of Jason’s interest in the Reggio approach, he 
brought in Marina Boni (then a lead teacher in a Cambridge preschool) to conduct professional 
development seminars on the use of an emergent curriculum based on documentation of student 
learning. Mara and Melissa from PZ often co-led these sessions. All of this opened up the 
curriculum and gave teachers more agency and license to be more creative.  
  
In the 2011-2012 school year, 30 BPS early childhood teachers and eight Head Start teachers in 
Boston participated in a seminar at the BPS called Making Learning Visible: Kids are the Experts!, 
co-facilitated by Marina of BPS and Mara and Melissa of PZ. The seminar included not only 
teachers from BPS but sometimes teachers from community-based programs affiliated with BPS. 
The seminar used various sections of the MLV book and the Visible Learners book and emphasized 
the definition of documentation in MLV. Over the seminar’s duration, more than 300 children were 
introduced to the MLV methods of group work, documentation, and reflection. This co-facilitated 
seminar was held again in the two following years, and BPS ran this seminar independently for at 
least four more years. 
  
While the MLV seminar was going on, Ben and Megina were collaborating with the BPS Early 
Childhood Department staff (including Chris Bucco) to develop a new kindergarten curriculum, 
Focus on K2. MLV influenced the new kindergarten curriculum and continued to be influential as 
the curriculum expanded to the 1st and 2nd grades. The Children are Citizens framework (Chapter 
40) was also introduced into this curriculum. 
  
As of this 2025 writing, the BPS uses a curriculum called Focus on Early Learning, with a separate 
curriculum for each grade (Focus on First, etc.). These curricula include a daily practice right out of 
MLV called Thinking and Feedback. During Thinking and Feedback, the teacher presents some 
piece of documentation of learning to students for discussion. Discussion is guided by a protocol: 
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First look. Then talk about what you notice. Then the child whose work is shown talks about the 
work. Then the students wonder. And the final step is for students to talk about what inspired 
them, with suggestions for next steps. 
  
While I was unable to determine how many BPS teachers use this practice, it is the case that the 
practice is codified in the curriculum, and professional development sessions encourage teachers 
to build this into their practice in authentic ways. This BPS curriculum is free and is also used in 
Massachusetts (Woburn Public Schools, Pioneer Valley Regional Schools, Sharon Public Schools, 
Beverly Public Schools and in some of the Cambridge Public Schools) as well as by pre-K teachers in 
Rhode Island, Maine, and Mississippi..  
  
An example of documentation and reflection can be found in Chapter 2 of Children at the Center 
(Bardige, Baker, & Mardell, 2018), which details student learning in color mixing and the group 
reflection that the documentation inspired. One of the videos that form part of this documentation 
project can be found here, and a detailed teacher study guide can be found here. Chapter 8 of this 
book describes professional development work led by Melissa Tonachel that supports these 
innovations, including fostering of ongoing collaborative learning among teachers (just as is done in 
the Reggio schools in Italy). 
  
Melissa Tonachel, one of the educators who has been developing the Focus on Early Learning 
curriculum, described to me her journey from using the MLV approach in Brookline, a fairly 
privileged suburban public school, to using that same approach in the Boston Public Schools. Her 
story showed me how difficult it is to effect deep change in schools with struggling children and 
families.  
  
Melissa T. first encountered the ideas of MLV when she joined Mara’s seminar. She felt it was an 
‘immediate match” for her, and that this approach gave language to ways that she had already been 
thinking. She did not need to ask herself why MLV might be a good idea. She was ready. And soon 
thereafter she was selected as one of the teachers to go to visit the Reggio schools. In her words, 
“[T]he straw couldn’t be big enough for me to be slurping it up.” Later, she attended and became a 
fellow at the PZC, which she said both expanded and solidified her interest in MLV.    
  
Brookline was a welcoming place to try out what felt like lofty ideas. Many families were open to 
new ideas and intellectually poised to engage.  Melissa T. created a large board right outside her 
classroom with the question “How do you see your child’s learning influenced by the work of 
another child?” Parents wrote their responses on the board.  Tizianna Filippini from Reggio came 
three times to visit, observe, and comment, sometimes pointing out practices that she felt could be 
made more true to the Reggio model. Melissa had the full support of her principal, while others in 
the seminar were more constrained by their principals. Some of her documentation of student 
thinking and dialogue about each others’ work can be seen here.  
  
After ten years in Brookline, Melissa T. took on a new challenge—teaching a combined K-1 class in 
the Mission Hill School in Boston. Here children were far needier than those in Brookline and often 
came from struggling families. Children arrived hungry on a school bus, and the first thing they did 
was to eat the free breakfast provided. For many children, English was not their first language. 
There was less interaction between teachers and parents, as parents did not bring their children to 
school or pick them up. Some children acted out a lot, communicating distress through behavior. It 
was occasionally difficult for children who came from an environment with a scarcity of resources 
to work collaboratively.  
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Nonetheless, Melissa held on to the practices of documenting children’s working processes by 
photographing and interviewing children about their work. Every day the whole class sat in a circle 
and looked at each other’s work. She brought in an eight-foot-wide easel that could fit three 
separate large sheets of paper, enabling children to paint side by side and making it easy to 
facilitate conversations about what a child thought about what the child next to him/her was doing. 
This easel, she said, was the single classroom structure with the largest impact on teaching and 
learning.  
  
Tavia Mead, told me about the implementation of MLV in BPS’ Baldwin Early Learning Pilot 
Academy, which serves kindergarten through first grade. Under Tavia’s leadership, MLV was 
implemented across the school. The first step was to organize the staff into learning groups 
(including both licensed teachers and “surround care” teachers, thus breaking down the hierarchy) 
to help teachers reflect together as they began to integrate MLV into their practices. These groups 
met once a week for three hours on the day that children had early dismissal, something they could 
do as a pilot school, in contrast to the other Boston schools involved. Baldwin provided digital 
cameras for documentation, and PZ worked closely with the school offering professional 
development for two years. 
  
To enhance parental involvement, Mara shared a "refrigerator magnet" created by a study group of 
parents at the Wickliffe Progressive Community School in Upper Arlington, Ohio. It offered 
practical ways for parents to integrate MLV principles at home, for example encouraging parents to 
listen to their children, document their activities, and engage in conversations about their interests. 
These efforts were supplemented by parent sessions where families could learn more about MLV 
and explore ways to apply it in their interactions with their children. Most families found at least 
one successful way to connect with MLV. 
  
Tavia reported that the impact on students was immediate and profound. Children were intrigued 
by the teachers' interests in documenting their words and actions, and they became active 
participants in the process, often encouraging teachers to photograph their creations and 
activities. The concept of documentation became a shared endeavor between teachers and 
students, fostering in the children a sense of ownership over their learning environment. The 
traditional notion of bulletin boards solely belonging to teachers was replaced by a collaborative 
approach, where the space evolved organically from the children's engagement and exploration.   
  
Benefits of long-term professional development. Because PZ worked with the Baldwin Learning 
Academy for two years, the impact was strong. In Tavia’s words, “you know, people come in, they 
do something with you for six weeks, six months, and they're gone. And it doesn't have an impact 
when it's that short. So, the two years had a tremendous impact on the way teachers work 
together.” 
  
Tavia retired as principal in about 2019 and, as so often happens, the new principal introduced a 
different vision. Nonetheless, four of the twelve classrooms continue to use MLV in their 
classroom. 
 
I heard about various challenges to the implementation of MLV. 
Documentation is intermittent. Teachers in the Boston Public Schools are not documenting all of the 
time, as they do in Reggio. They do “bits of it here and there,” said a teacher who requested 
anonymity. When I asked why not more, she reminded me of the time-consuming reams of 
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paperwork that BPS teachers have to complete (e.g., lesson plans, lesson plans for IEP and ESL 
students, preparing documents to be used in teacher evaluations), none of which are required for 
Reggio teachers in Italy.   
  
No idea how many classrooms are using MLV. Melissa T. told me that the Boston Public Schools’ Early 
Childhood Department has no handle on how many classrooms are actually following MLV 
practices. There are certainly individual teachers who do some observation and documentation, 
and there are others who do a great deal of documentation as in the color mixing video discussed 
earlier. But there are not really any “MLV classrooms.” Teachers move from classroom to 
classroom and school to school. When they move to a new school they must meet demands from a 
new principal, and they have new colleagues who may not know much about MLV—unlike in Reggio 
where teachers spend their entire lives there and take part in an ongoing conversation each day 
they convene. 
  
Need for careful scripting. After five years of teaching in the Mission Hill School, Melissa T. began to 
write the Focus on Early Learning curriculum mentioned above. When she writes curriculum, she 
knows the difficulties that the teachers face, for example distressed children and little or no 
parent-teacher communication. And so she carefully scripts the curriculum, providing clear 
instructions about what children should read, what questions teachers should ask, and what 
activities they should organize.   
  
For example, teachers are reminded to ask questions to children such as: “What do you notice 
about what X (another child) is doing?” “Do you see how X (another child) is having trouble making 
her tower stand up? What do we think about how she could make the tower taller and still stand 
up?” And teachers are reminded to then try to bring these mini-conversations to the whole group.     
  
The scripted curriculum offers specific practices, such as: ask students to turn around and talk with 
one another about an idea or a question; have children sit in a circle rather than all facing the 
teacher so that they make eye contact with one another; pass a ball of yarn around with the 
questioner child holding the end of the yarn while another child gets the ball and responds to  
create visible connections among children.  
  
The curriculum must be scripted because the teachers Melissa T. is writing for do not have the 
Reggio collaborative learning environment. She knows that teachers do not always comply with the 
curriculum practices. Teachers can’t be forced. They already have long lists of things they are 
supposed to do every day. While the early childhood department sends in coaches to observe 
classroom practice (and Melissa T. is one of these coaches), thus allowing a coach-teacher 
relationships, what has often been lacking (though not in the past few years) is teachers meeting 
together to discuss pedagogical ideas.    
  
Lack of buy-in by some. Tavia noted some teachers found MLV to be exhausting, and some were 
resistant or intimidated, worrying about how they would be able to fulfill assessment mandates. 
Ultimately, she said that MLV had less of an impact on some teachers’ pedagogy than she had 
hoped. Something did not quite take hold long term.  
  
The good news is that the curriculum Melissa T. and her colleagues developed is now the official 
curriculum for pre-K through grade 2 in the Boston Public Schools. No externally produced 
curricula are purchased. Teachers new to this curriculum are trained in this approach over three 
days every August. While teachers may not be carrying out full scale MLV, what Melissa T. and her 
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colleagues have been able to give early childhood education in the Boston Public Schools a nudge in 
the direction of the Reggio practices of MLV.  
  
An aside. One first grade teacher in the Dennis-Yarmouth School District in Massachusetts (note, 
not part of the BPS), Maggie Donovan, declared that the conversations and sharing of 
documentation were so central to her work that "We won't stop. We are Renegades!” And so 
started the MLV Renegades group. It ran from 2004 to about 2013, led by Megina along with Mara 
and Ben Mardell. The group met monthly at different schools in the Boston area to look at student 
work and discuss making learning visible in classrooms and school. 
   

Impact on Early Childhood Education In and Around Boston 
In this section I profile two early childhood education centers in the Boston area, one a Head Start 
program and one an independent school program. Both are imbued with MLV. 
  
Worcester Head Start, Worcester, Massachusetts 
The Worcester Head Start program in Massachusetts is directed by Carlene Sherbourne. Head 
Start is a federally-funded, free preschool program for low-income families. Head Start teachers 
earn lower salaries than teachers in public preschool and kindergarten programs. Thus, choosing to 
teach in a Head Start program requires a real commitment and desire to serve low-income families. 
  
I suspect that it is quite unusual to have a Head Start program based on Reggio principles. But 
thanks to Carlene and her dedicated staff, every one of her Head Start classrooms is Reggio-
inspired, and Project Zero served as a key resource to make this possible. The classroom teachers 
are supported by two kinds of coaches: a “pedagogista” (an educator with additional training in the 
Reggio method) and an “atelierista” (an educator with a background in the arts and early childhood 
education). Both coaches meet with teaching teams during weekly or bi-weekly meetings to discuss 
documentation and curriculum development. Pedagogistas also work with teaching teams during 
the week, providing support with documentation and lesson planning, discussing reflective 
practice, modelling specific teaching skills, or helping the educators go deeper with the children.  
  
Carlene started with a pilot program in one school. She needed teachers who really wanted to try 
something new. “This is not a boxed curriculum,” she said. “You have to feel it with your heart. It’s 
about respect, the image of human beings as competent and worthy of our time and attention.” She 
started by getting teachers to think about their image of the child, though she now thinks she 
should have started by asking them about their image of themselves as educators. She also realized 
that if she asked educators to make children’s learning visible, they would have to reflect on and 
make their own learning visible. 
  
Carlene’s Head Start program had very limited funds to support teacher training, but the high-
quality professional development offered by BARIN was provided at a reduced cost and was a huge 
resource to her and her teachers. Megina Baker (discussed above) was an important resource for 
her in developing her program, and Carlene said that Project Zero's MLV book was  a foundational 
resource. 
   
In November of 2023, I visited the impressive documentation space that Carlene created. 
Documentations of children’s works are posted, with audio recordings giving context "behind the 
scenes" provided by a scannable QR code. For examples, see Appendix 10, Sample Documentations 
from Worcester Head Start. 
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Teachers also keep a portfolio documenting their changing images of themselves as educators as 
they become adept at documentation. I saw this posted in the Documentation Center: 
  

Keeping in mind an image of the child (teacher) that rejects the notion of returning to normal. The 
realization is that, for our program to develop a cohesive image of the child, we must first 
understand our teachers’ own images of themselves as educators and make space for new ways of 
thinking. How do we shift teachers’ images of themselves as educators in a way that positively 
impacts practice? 

  
Importance of trust. Carlene noted the challenge of needing to build trust in teachers so that they 
could explore observing and documenting without feeling someone watching over them and 
critiquing them harshly. The program has addressed this through developing a coaching model 
focused on teachers' strengths and needs. 
  
Lasting change in teachers’ practice. Carlene said that rejecting the idea of returning to normal is a 
very powerful way of describing what teachers must do as they become noticers and documenters 
of student thinking. Teachers do not return to normal once they realize that their old ways of 
thinking about the child are replaced by a recognition of the child as a far deeper thinker than they 
had previously realized. 
  
Charlestown Nursery School, Charlestown, Massachusetts 
The Charlestown Nursery School (CNS) in Massachusetts was founded in 2007 by Kelly Pellagrini 
along with Krisstin Valdmanis and a group of parents. In 2012, Cady Audette joined the team as a 
co-director with Pellagrini. CNS is a Reggio-inspired school for children ages 20 months through 
five years. I visited this school in December, 2023 and spoke to the directors and a number of the 
teachers.  
  
CNS started with eight children (with the founders fundraising via car washes and bake sales) and 
now has as many as 100 students a year. With support from Project Zero, NAREA (North American 
Reggio Emilia Alliance), and Reggio Children, CNS explored the principles of emergent curriculum 
through documentation. With polaroid cameras and limited resources, they documented the work 
of children. 
  
They participated in professional development with PZ researchers Melissa R., Ben, Mara, Megina, 
and Steve Seidel. Soon after the school was founded, the teachers entered into a study group with 
Lesley University and NAREA focusing on the Reggio approach, and they joined BARIN. They 
visited local Reggio-inspired schools like Advent, Lincoln Nursery School, Newtowne, and many of 
the Harvard preschool centers. They also attended NAREA conferences, including a full faculty trip 
to the Wonder of Learning conference in New York City. They sent many teachers to Reggio Emilia, 
Boulder Journey School, and Opal School. 
  
Ultimately, CNS served as the lead sponsor and organizer for BARIN’s Wonder of Learning Boston 
conference in 2018 at Boston University Wheelock. The conference included an exhibit from the 
schools in Reggio Emilia which was shown for six months. This exhibit attracted countless 
educators to workshops, seminars, and professional opportunities. Today, through BARIN, CNS 
continues its dialogue with Tiziana Filipini and many collaborators from Project Zero. 
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The unusual schedule. For every hour they teach, CNS teachers spend an hour of research and 
development. Classes are held only in the morning; from noon to four, teachers meet to engage in 
reflection and conversation about what they have documented for each individual child (often 
using PZ protocols). Documentation is used to inform next steps – the curriculum is emergent. They 
then craft a daily report (words plus pictures) to send to the family of each child about one thing 
that their child discovered that day, something parents can ask their child about at home. Unlike 
summative newsletters, daily reports are designed to be conversation starters to allow children the 
chance to revisit and extend their learning at home with their parents. Here is one daily report: 
  

Today in the Light Studio, she encountered a variety of natural materials: branches, leaves, 
eucalyptus, and tiny pinecones. She had many observations and questions! She wondered 
which tree the yellow leaves came from and compared them to the photo of a tree to find a 
match. Then, she investigated the leaves and the branch, wondering if the leaves were once 
attached at the end. She was excited to find the jar of pinecones and took a close look. She 
mentioned that she didn't see any leaves when she went to her grandparents' house for 
cake. Maybe she will find some as she explores her neighborhood! 

  

We wonder if she will continue to notice leaves in her changing neighborhood 
environment! 
  
Conversation starters for her parents: 

  
-- Are some leaves still up in the trees? 
-- Can you find leaves on the sidewalk or in the grass? 
-- What colors do you notice? 
  

How is it feasible for teachers to have four hours to think? When I noted how extraordinary it 
was for teachers to have time for four hours of research and reflection for documentation, Kelly 
noted that instructional time in most Pre-K programs is typically four hours or less (when days are 
longer, there is often coverage for naps, lunch, recess, and specials), and most teachers spend just 
as much time outside of school working; however, how that time is spent varies as does how work 
outside the classis integrated in the day. While many teachers use the planning time preparing a 
canned curriculum and copying and gathering materials, at CNS, the time is spent on discussion of 
teaching and learning. At CNS, the non-instructional time is all in-school, always with another 
teacher, and always a form of research and planning, mostly  to make learning visible. In a class of 
18, talking about each child for ten minutes takes three hours. To do this kind of personalized and 
reflective emergent curriculum, teachers need time. 
  
Not only is the time of the day comparable to other schools, the cost is also consistent. Although 
CNS is tuition-based, their tuition is less than the government funding of Head Start. It is also less 
than the $37,000 government funding allocated per student in the Boston Public Schools. 
Moreover, the starting salary at CNS matches public programs rather than the low wages of the 
early childhood field. CNS has the same or fewer resources; however, they use what they have 
strategically and focus on educators. Cutbacks at CNS are made on nonessentials: none of the 
teachers or administrators have offices. Kelly spoke to me from the small kitchen.  
 
Unusual teacher backgrounds. CNS teachers are seen as teacher-researchers. They are paid on 
the same salary scale as administrators, and each teacher is paired with a co-teacher with 
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equivalent qualifications. As stated on the CNS Instagram account, the teachers are professors, 
authors, scientists, artists, and architects (click here for their unusually impressive bios). The 
teachers are intellectuals who know a great deal about child development. They also know how to 
go deep with children: For example, if they are going to have children investigate photography, 
they know that they first need to study photography themselves so they understand in detail how 
a camera actually works. When they created a roller coaster, as described below, one teacher 
immersed herself in engineering—and one had already taken a course on design thinking. These 
teachers learn along with their students.  

 
With salaries that match those in the Boston public schools (some of the highest salaries nationally) 
and a strong culture of growth, there is very little teacher turnover at CNS (similar to Reggio and  to 
PZ). Many of the faculty members are also teaching university classes, providing workshops, 
presenting documentation, and advocating for policy. Teacher development as well as low turnover 
creates a thriving organization and sustainable culture.  
  
Learning opportunities. CNS teachers have extensive learning opportunities. They spend one month 
on research and reflection in August before the school year begins. They discuss the importance of 
“living documentation” rather than “after the fact documentation.” They discuss children’s rights 
(like the right of children to see documentation of their thinking so that their metacognition can 
develop). They consider their responsibilities to children. They talk about how space should be 
organized, the role of the outdoors, the role of literacy, the differing approaches of Montessori, 
Froebel, and Reggio. And in the end, they reach a shared understanding of the holistic approach at 
CNS. 
  
For the last decade, CNS has sent most of their teachers to Reggio Emilia. CNS teachers have 
learned from PZ in their workshops, readings, and from the open-source MLV website. Every 
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teacher gets a copy of the two main books written by PZ about the Reggio approach, MLV and VL. 
Many also attend Rounds with Steve Seidel at PZ (see Chapt. 26). 

This is not an approach only for independent schools or for only some children. The school directors 
reject the idea that public programs cannot do what CNS does. Not only do they argue that the time 
and cost is comparable, they also point out that most of the principles that they are implementing 
are just about vision and commitment. They believe anyone can make the environment be “the 
third teacher: simply paint the walls white (and not the all-too-often yellow), take down all the 
worksheets on the bulletin boards,  and use them [the walls] for documentation.” More importantly, 
they believe that any school can commit to all children as capable. They reject the argument that 
the CNS approach might work for privileged children but not for public school children who come 
from low-income families experiencing all kinds of difficulties. They point out that Reggio schools 
are public schools. 

CNS as a marketer of MLV. CNS has become a place for early childhood educators to visit and learn 
from—with 1,000 visitors a year from around the world.  Some come in groups and come multiple 
times a year, participating in workshops run by CNS. CNS has a fellowship and internship program. 
They also make videos, and they are followed around the world on Instagram. They have worked 
closely with many schools, including Epiphany and Nurtury early childhood education programs. 
These partnerships allow them to continue to reflect, learn, and grow. 

For a typical day at CNS, along with sample documentations, see Appendix 11. 

Impact on Early Childhood Education in Latin America 
Maria Adelaida López became the atelierista in 2001 for Joy of Learning, a Reggio-inspired school, 
in Miami. Maria had a visual arts background (She had been in the Art Department of St. Johns 
University in Minnesota) and had not previously worked in early childhood education. She told me 
that she fell in love with the Reggio style of teaching, and that this position changed her whole life. 

Maria attended one of the two MLV institutes held at PZ in the early 2000s (mentioned above). 
There she showed some of her documentation and learned a great deal from the kinds of questions 
people asked her about documentation as well as group learning. In 2006, Maria along with Angela 
Salmon co-founded Visible Thinking Miami (which later became Visible Thinking South Florida), 
affiliated with Florida International University. This is a learning community of early childhood 
educators from schools in Miami-Dade and Broward counties providing professional development 
in the Reggio approach to educators around the world. South Florida became a leader in Making 
Learning Visible.  

In 2008, Maria left Miami to cofound and become the executive director of a nonprofit 
organization in Bogotá, Colombia, called aeioTU. The mission of this organization is the 
improvement of early childhood education in Colombia, Mexico, and Panama via the 
implementation of the Reggio philosophy (described in Chapter 4) and the Pedagogy of Play 
(described in Chapter 48). This organization developed a Reggio inspired early childhood 
curriculum called aeioTU Educational Experience. According to their website, this curriculum has 
had a broad impact on children, educators, and families.   

This curriculum was recognized by HendrED and the Inter-American Development Bank as one of 
the 15 main innovations in education in Latin America and the Caribbean fostering 21st century 
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skills. In 2022, Maria Adelaida received the 2022 LEGO® Prize from the LEGO Foundation for her 
work advocating and championing learning through play in early childhood development in 
Colombia and Latin America.  
  

Impact on Elementary School Education in Massachusetts 
MLV has also had an influence on elementary and middle school education across the state of 
Massachusetts, as shown in these four examples below. 
  
Benjamin Banneker School in Cambridge, Massachusetts 
Lin Tucker, who has coached Project Zero’s online course on MLV for a number of years, began 
working at the Benjamin Banneker School in Massachusetts in 2004 as the Coordinator of Science 
(and later also Math). In the fall of 2005, the school began to participate in the MLV Seminars, 
sending a team of teachers and administrators to monthly meetings at PZ. PZ researchers also 
conducted whole school professional development on MLV.   
  
Amanda van Vleck, a 4th grade math teacher at Banneker and part of the MLV group, said that 
“documentation became my third hand. When I teach, or even parent my own kids, I document. It 
became a natural way through which I interact with children. Now, as I capture moments, I can see 
the documentation in my mind." 
  
Challenges. When asked about challenges faced by teachers beginning to learn about 
documentation, Lin reported that some struggled to identify what they were curious about – which 
was supposed to be the focus of their documentation. She added that sometimes they raised 
questions that were too broad and overarching. But with coaching, they were able to modify their 
initial questions to become more specific and engaging.  
  
But here is an example of a teacher in the course who really “got it:” She said that documenting was 
like developing a research question: 
  

…noticing and observing first, discovering something that surprises or puzzles you, and 
formulating a question about which you can gather data. I think that sometimes we document to 
explore (what do we see going on here, and in the noticing, we spark questions), and sometimes we 
document with a focus to shed light on a particular question. When the teacher steps back, what 
do students do to support their own learning, in groups and/or individually? How do teachers 
develop more self-sufficient learning groups?    
  

Impact on students. When asked about her perception of how MLV impacts student learning, 
Amanda commented that when children see someone pausing to capture their learning, they feel a 
sense of pride. It's unusual for them to have someone caring deeply about the exact words they said 
or the exact things they did to solve a problem. And the more she documented, the more attuned 
the children were to the learning that was happening. She observed that her students became 
increasingly comfortable in talking about what is happening in learning and even started asking her 
to take pictures during moments they deemed important. The children shifted their focus from the 
outcome to the process, and they themselves were starting to notice moments worthy of 
documentation. 
  
Lasting effects. According to Lin, Banneker still uses many ideas from MLV but not in a formal way 
or with specific attribution. Teachers collect and discuss student work regularly (also a feature of 
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other programs in the school such as Literacy Collaborative, math and science talk, etc.), use 
documentation to shape learning, use practices that support group learning, have professional 
learning communities around common themes, and collaborate really well with all the specialists. 
Still, Lin noted, the bulletin boards look very traditional showing little of the work that goes on in 
the classrooms. 
  
Graham and Parks Alternative Public School in Cambridge, Massachusetts 
Sarah Fiarman taught 5th and 6th grade at the Graham and Parks Alternative Public School in 
Massachusetts, and also served as principal. She began to collaborate with Mara and Ben at PZ on 
applying Reggio concepts to older grades and became part of a team of teachers applying Reggio 
concepts in 5th through 8th grade classrooms. Project Zero provided support through intensive, 
ongoing involvement with Sarah and other educators. Teachers engaged in ongoing cycles of 
inquiry as they looked at student work and discussed how to improve instruction. Documentation 
practices, however, were not instituted.  
  
Effects on teachers. Working with PZ had a transformative impact on her and other teachers, said 
Sarah. The emphasis on collaboration and shared responsibility for all students was communicated 
as a school value, shifting teachers away from the notion of an individual teacher as a "rock star" in 
his or her own classroom. Fiarman said that she developed greater agency, and the responsibility to 
reflect deeply on each action and its potential impact, both in the moment and downstream, 
became a central tenet of her teaching philosophy. Engaging in experiments in instruction based on 
what she observed allowed her to recognize ripple effects on students over time, reinforcing the 
idea that every decision carried significance. 
  
Teachers’ beliefs about children’s minds also changed, she said. They developed a deep respect for 
children’s agency, seeing them as independent thinkers and learners—and as meaning makers. And 
in turn students felt deeply respected.  
  
Challenges. Bringing these new approaches to Graham and Parks School was challenging. Teachers 
were used to working independently rather than collaboratively, and some felt reluctant to 
participate. They felt they did not have the time to work in this way. But Sarah was able to win over 
these teachers by listening carefully to their concerns and presenting a compelling case that 
collaboration could enhance the learning experience of all students. She offered them more 
planning time and adjusted meeting schedules to accommodate collaborative efforts, which was 
possible because this was a pilot school. Gradually, the positive responses from the more engaged 
teachers influenced those who were initially reluctant, pulling them along the path of collaboration 
over several years. 
  
 
Acera School in Winchester, Massachusetts 
George Papayannis directs the Acera School, an independent K-8 school in Massachusetts for 
gifted children influenced by a multiple intelligences approach to giftedness. George was part of an 
MLV professional development group led by Marina, Melissa T., and Jodi Kraus. Although he was at 
that time a high school science educator in the Boston Public Schools, he felt he had a lot to learn 
from the Reggio early childhood education practices.  
  
Documentation. Acera has always documented student learning, George told us, though they do not 
say they are using MLV. Students and teachers are constantly reflecting on each other’s work. 
Students give each other feedback on shared google documents. In science classes students keep 
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lab notebooks. Student work is all over the walls along with comments, and that work generates 
conversations with other students and with teachers. Students keep digital portfolios. And a part-
time teacher regularly takes photos and videos and conducts interviews; all these get posted on the 
school’s Slack internal channel called Acerapics. All of this documentation is about process as well 
as product and is used by teachers to generate next steps much like the kind of emergent 
curriculum championed by Reggio. 
  
Brookline Public Schools in Brookline, Massachusetts 
Gina Estefani is a special education teacher in the Brookline Public Schools, teaching pre-K through 
8th grade at the Devotion School. She has found MLV to be a powerful tool for fostering inclusivity 
and amplifying student voices. She worked closely with Project Zero when she joined Mara 
Krechevsky’s seminar, and she worked with 16 teachers in developing MLV practices. Gina 
stressed MLV’s impact on special education. For example, she pointed to the importance of videos 
of students participating in the classroom. These allowed teachers to look closely and see what 
they had not seen in the busy atmosphere of the classroom. Students, initially unnoticed, became 
visible through MLV practices. She saw MLV as a powerful tool for fostering inclusivity and 
amplifying student voices.  
  

Impact on Wickliffe Progressive Community School, Upper Arlington, Ohio 
Fred Burton served as the principal of Wickliffe Progressive Community School from 1996-2008. 
Wickliffe is a K-5 public elementary school in Ohio. During that time, he initiated a school wide 
Making Learning Visible transformation, as documented in a 2001 book that Fred co-edited with 
PZ researchers, The Ohio Visible Learning Project (2011).  
  
Fred has always been a progressive educator and told us that he has been inspired by the writings 
of Howard and David, and by the many ideas coming out of Project Zero since his early days as a 
teacher. In 1998, he visited the Reggio Emilia schools and was impressed by their innovative 
educational approach. Subsequently, he reached out to Mara and Melissa R. at PZ to help bring 
MLV to Wickliffe through a grant from the Ohio Department of Education. 
   
The Ohio Visible Learning Project was a collaborative partnership that spanned 2002-2006, during 
which time the MLV team from Project Zero provided professional development and consultancy 
for the teachers and administrators at Wickliffe. Fred said that working with Mara and other 
Project Zero researchers was a wonderful co-learning experience that ultimately led to school-
wide transformation. Fred described Mara and her colleagues as “critical friends,” highlighting their 
role in providing an outsider perspective: They consistently posed thought-provoking questions 
that prompted teachers and staff to think more deeply about their practices.  
  
Benefits. In Fred’s view, documentation of student learning improves interpersonal and 
intrapersonal intelligences and helps teachers and students understand the value of the group in 
creating knowledge. He observed that MLV creates an environment in which children feel seen, 
heard, and acknowledged. “Documentation is an act of love that conveys to students: I see you, and 
I value what you express and how you learn,” he said. MLV brought joy, passion, and imagination to 
children, parents, and teachers at Wickliffe. 
  
When we asked about the impact of MLV on children, Fred told us that in his view, children became 
better thinkers. Moreover, contrary to some teachers’ early worries, spending time with children 
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Maureen provided an example of how she incorporated MLV into the classroom. While teaching a 
lesson on the Revolutionary War, a student inquired about the difference between the 
Constitution and the Declaration of Independence. She presented this question to the class, 
collected the students' ideas, and typed out their thoughts. She then pasted strips containing the 
students' thinking into a Venn diagram. This exercise of documentation helped her students learn 
about the power of comparing and contrasting.   
  
Maureen used documentation as well as thinking routines with teachers during staff meetings 
when she was a teacher leader. The staff used thinking routines to look at the children's work, 
documenting their own thought processes to derive deeper insights from each other's comments. 
In this way, teachers experienced MLV first hand.   
  
After leaving Wickliffe, Maureen joined Columbus School for Girls (CSG), an independent school in 
Ohio. She brought with her the MLV philosophies and practices. At CSG, she did not formally label 
her methods as MLV; instead, she integrated these principles into her daily teaching practices and 
influenced teachers around her by example. When she led third graders in exploring the school's 
attic for historical artifacts, she used the I See - I Think - I Wonder thinking routine. She 
documented the exploration process and the student-directed play that emerged from the 
discovery. She collected numerous sketches, photographs, and students’ voices and compiled what 
she had documented into a book. 
  
Sabrina Walters is one of about eight teachers left at Wickliffe from the days when Fred Burton 
headed the school. She has taught 4th and 5th grades at Wickliffe for the past 32 years, and she by 
her Italian father. Together they visited these schools and she then learned about MLV in graduate 
school at The Ohio State University working with David Ferny (formerly of Project Zero) and 
Rebecca Cantor. After that, she worked with Fred Burton at Wickliffe. Together they went to the 
PZ summer institute and worked closely with Mara Krechevsky and Melissa Rivard on MLV.  She 
told us that she often went back to her bookmarked PZ website for reference. 

  
She described her shift in mindset as she began to use MLV in her teaching as follows: 
  

…before Project Zero, if someone came into my classroom, I wanted to be seen teaching and 
engaging with the students... actively in conversation and listening but speaking together about 
something. Now, if someone comes to visit…I would prefer to be stepping back and listening and 
just documenting what's going on and recording what I'm seeing in the conversations rather than 
feeling oh, no, I'm not doing my job...When I look like I'm not… doing anything, and I'm just 
observing, that is the most powerful teaching I'm doing. 

  
Molly Hinkle taught both a 3rd-4th and a 4th-5th grade multi-age classroom at Wickliffe during the 
time that Wickliffe was working with PZ on the Ohio Visible Learning Project. She characterized 
her introduction to MLV as a stimulating balance between stress and inspiration. Among the PZ 
frameworks, Molly found that thinking routines, like See-Think-Wonder and What Makes You Say 
That, could be seamlessly integrated into the classroom. However, she noted that documentation 
was more demanding and required ongoing work. It took her a year to become comfortable with 
taking photographs, recording children’s quotes, and then discussing these with the children to 
deepen their learning. Her confidence sharing the documented work with a wider audience or with 
"people outside the loop" continued to grow over the course of the MLV project. 
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When asked how MLV affected student learning, she said that this approach affected students’ 
language. She noticed that students increasingly began to articulate the evidence behind their 
ideas, often verbalizing their thought processes spontaneously, without her asking why they 
thought what they thought. Students grew better at expressing their thinking and it then became 
part of their natural language. The MLV project was instrumental in building a culture of thinking 
within the classroom. 
  
Molly noted that students also grew comfortable with ambiguity. When faced with unclear 
situations, their tolerance for vagueness increased significantly over two years.  They were less 
afraid of “doing it wrong”. They would often say, "Well, that's what I thought I should do, so I tried it, 
and here's what happened, so now I’m going to try this." Molly described it as problem-solving thinking, 
where students began to see things in more than just black and white, becoming more comfortable 
with multiple strategies for tackling a problem. Students also grew more comfortable taking risks 
and exploring new ideas. For Molly, this growth in creativity was significant, a kind of thinking that 
she wanted the students to walk away with.  
  
Molly also noted that, especially for children who were by nature introverted, making their learning 
visible, whether in the form of speaking, writing, or drawing, communicated to them that their 
thoughts and voices mattered. When she considered what she wanted students to take away from 
their two years in her classroom, this topped the list. 
  

It just made such a difference, you know, in how kids worked together and how I facilitated their 
learning. It was a game changer for how I thought about teaching and learning. Truly, it was some 
of the most inspirational work I've ever gotten to do. 

  
Elizabeth Glover was a 5th grade teacher at Wickliffe. When asked about what it was like being 
introduced to MLV, Elizabeth told me that long-time teachers tend to become stuck in familiar 
ways of teaching. When Fred Burton first talked to Wickliffe teachers about the work that was 
being done at Harvard, the intellectual side of her brain felt stimulated and excited. PZ promised a 
new way of looking at children and their learning, and she added the following: 
  

When you've been doing something for a long time, it's exciting to have a fresh look. And the fact 
that the whole school was doing it and all my colleagues were doing it…we were sort of abuzz with 
excitement. 

  
Confronted with the additional workload on teachers, the teaching team soon reached out for help 
from the community. 
  

We brought in parents to help document students' learning. The librarian was part of it. The art 
teacher was part of it... the music teacher, too; all these people helped supplement our work and 
gave us focus. I was working in a fifth-grade classroom with a fifth-grade team. So, we would check 
in with each other, asking, 'Okay, how's it going?' We tried to support each other and look for 
throughlines that would help us. 

  
Elizabeth asked her students what they learned when working in a group, including what they 
learned about themselves. She recalled one student saying, “Well, sometimes I'd like to take control 
and not know it. And I can really get frustrated if I don't get my own way.” She noted that students were 
beginning to understand the power of their own behaviors and how they were affecting their own 
way of learning. 
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She talked about the power of documentation in promoting higher level thinking. 
  

So they generated questions. They were comparing. They were contrasting. They were 
interpreting. They were really evaluating. There seemed to be much higher level thinking than any 
standardized test could ever show. Here, students were working together, emotionally invested in 
figuring this out. Because we valued their words, they were emotionally connected. And when they 
knew we were listening to them, that was huge. 

  
When asked about the role of the MLV team from PZ, Elizabeth had this to say: 
  

You know, sometimes you can just reflect on something and think, “Oh, we're doing a really good 
job.” But they would push us just to go a little bit further to think differently. And they came in 
from the outside, and they encouraged and supported, they laughed with us and, there was an 
incredible, an incredible collaboration. And then also, I went to Harvard, and many of us went at 
different times. We spent a week in Harvard in the summer at workshops with Making Learning 
Visible, so that again was that collegiality that came from sharing an experience with your 
colleagues. It's very, very rich, very, very important. 

  
When asked about how MLV affected student learning, Elizabeth had this to say: 
  

We aren't listening to children very much. When you listen to what they say, and when you 
document the words, or you photograph them, or you video them… and then you hold them up as 
examples, you let their words guide your future actions. That has tremendous power. 

  
As quoted in the Ohio Visible Learning Project book (Burton, Krechevsky, & Rivard, 2011) p.77), 
Elizabeth said:  
   

Documenting the students' statements revealed understandings that went far deeper than any of 
us could have imagined. By connecting to the students' interests at the start of our study we were 
able to hook into their emotional lives. The depth of understanding, the ability to analyze complex 
ideas, and the excitement of discovery are dynamic components of classrooms where students' 
words are valued and documented for group reflection and learning.  
  
As teachers who have been through the entire cycle of the accountability movement, the 
documentation of our students' learning has been like a breath of fresh air: As professional 
educators, we have come to recognize the awesome role we play in preserving the voices of 
children. In our hurried world, children are listened to less and less. Their voices are often lost and 
forgotten. Children come into our classrooms with many different life experiences and levels of 
knowledge and abilities. The power of documentation lies in honoring and valuing children's 
words, reflecting upon them, and using them to guide instruction that deepens learning; 
documentation has helped us to keep the child at the center of an authentic curriculum. 

  
When asked how PZ affected her career as a teacher, she said:  
  

It was hugely impactful on my teaching. It was the most exciting part of my career. Because it 
stimulated the intellectual side of my brain, as well as the emotional. And was it work? Yes, it was 
work. And it was messy at times. And there were times when you were frustrated. But when you 
heard what came out of it, and you saw the impact of helping students, that was huge. And the 
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collegiality… So often as teachers we are in our rooms doing our own thing. To have somebody else 
share these things with other teachers is huge. That's a great feeling when you can say, ‘Oh, guess 
what happened today? One of my students said this.’ and then… it's, that's very, very, exciting. 
  
It’s important that this work continues. What do we want for our students? Are we wanting them 
to just parrot back a fact? Or are we wanting to make them be thinkers? Do we want them to be 
able to think beyond a standardized test? I hope the pendulum has swung far enough the wrong 
way that it looks back the right way.   

  
Fred Burton retired, and today the new leadership at Wickliffe is no longer focused on MLV. But 
Sabrina wants to revive the MLV focus.  She is currently working to develop a throughline to build a 
community of teachers and learners using MLV. The goal is to build a sense of connectedness in the 
community. Maureen told us that she advised Sabrina not to do too much at once, to encourage 
teacher engagement in the form of an invitation, and not to expect new teachers to get on board 
right away. 
  
When we asked her how she thinks that MLV has affected her students’ learning, she said that it 
created a strong sense of community in the classroom. Students learn that “their voice matters 
because we use their words and their words are around all over. And it makes them feel that they 
are respected and equal.” 
 
Lasting Effects 
I asked Fred about whether MLV remains central to Wickliffe now that he is no longer the school 
leader. He told us that among the seasoned educators, the MLV impact can still be felt. He noted 
that while the momentum of the MLV initiative experienced a slowdown in recent years, due to 
changes in leadership and the disruptions caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, he was optimistic that 
the school would regain that momentum, because the current principal is deeply committed to 
MLV. Fred emphasized the pivotal role that leadership plays in sustaining progressive initiatives 
within educational institutions. School leaders serve as role models for teachers when it comes to 
embracing innovation and taking calculated risks. 
  
After leaving Wickliffe, Fred was a professor at the College of Education at Ashland University in 
Ohio from 2008-2023. In this capacity, he drew heavily on the insights gained in implementing 
MLV. His students, who were studying to become teachers, were inspired by his teachings about 
how he implemented MLV at Wickliffe. Additionally, he had incorporated documentation into his 
pedagogical approach when instructing university-level courses, encouraging students to interpret 
and share observations in a group learning process. 
  
Fred told us that in hiring teachers at Wickliffe, "I never tried to hire the best teachers; instead, I 
always hired the best learners, because they're the ones who ultimately become the best teachers." 
It is when teachers are learners that positive transformation occurs in education. 
 

Impact on Three Early Childhood Educators in New England 
Nicole Chasse, Brookline Public Schools  
Nicole Chasse taught preschool and kindergarten in the Brookline Public Schools at the Florida 
Ruffin School (previously named the Devotion School). When Nicole first started teaching, she 
joined an after-school MLV learning group led by Melissa Tonachel, affiliated with PZ, and Gina 
Stefani. Teachers brought examples of teaching from their classrooms and discussed how to 
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deepen learning using the power of the group and documentation. The group continues to this day, 
and Nicole is an active participant. Nicole also attended the PZC, where she became a fellow, and 
also went to Reggio with Mara Krechevsky and Melissa Tonachel, funded by her school.  
 
Nicole began to document student learning by including multiple drafts of students’ works and 
having students provide feedback to each other on their work. This practice allowed her students 
to reflect on how they had grown as a result of peer feedback. Nicole is now coaching younger 
teachers on how to incorporate MLV today using technology not available when she began to 
teach in 2005– photographing using a smart phone, then posting these immediately to a 
smartboard – allowing the group to reflect together. 
 
Challenges. Today (in 2023 when we spoke), Nicole is facing challenges trying to incorporate MLV 
into her teaching. This is because there is now a set curriculum that she is expected to teach – not 
at all the case when Nicole first began using MLV. 
 
Vanessa Cid, Advent School 
Vanessa Cid teaches after-school at the Advent School, an independent school in the Boston 
area. She learned about the Reggio approach when she joined a professional development seminar 
on making learning visible for early childhood educators, hosted by the Boston Public Schools and 
led by Marina Bonni and Mara Krechevsky. She was particularly excited by the idea of honoring the 
child and the idea of teacher-as-researcher and as-documenter, all new ideas for her. The seminar, 
which took place at an early time in her career, had a “huge” impact on her, and ever since then 
documentation has been part of her teaching.  
 
She brings her documentation back to the students and this becomes an impetus for discussion and 
learning. She recalled one incident about not sharing which she carefully documented and then 
brought that story to the group. The children could really hear, and this helped them zoom out and 
think somewhat objectively because they were now outside of the situation.  
 
Advent is a Reggio-inspired school that encourages its classroom teachers to document, and 
several of them do use documentation as part of their practice. However, Vanessa is the only 
teacher at the afterschool using this approach, probably because afterschool teachers are often 
very young, still in school, and may be pursuing other interests. 
 
Vanessa’s most valuable professional development experiences, she said, occurred in workshops 
outside of the schools in which she taught – such as the seminar led by Mara and Megina at the 
Boston Public Schools, or in a group sponsored by the Boston Area Reggio Inspired Network. In 
these workshops, particular documentations were discussed and dissected, and this feedback 
sparked valuable conversations about the learning process. 
 
A Connection to Psychoanalysis. Vanessa has also studied at the Boston Graduate School of 
Psychoanalysis, and sees parallels between the Reggio and the psychoanalytic approaches to the 
child. Both are ways of seeing people with compassion without judgment; both are ways of 
empowering people to make decisions by themselves; both involved listening closely, normalizing 
difficult situations, understanding what makes someone want to learn, what gets in the way, and 
how to work with that resistance. 
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Challenges. Vanessa told me something I had not heard before – sometimes families just walk past 
the documentation quickly when they visited the classroom, and she strives to involve families in 
the documentation process to help it feel relevant to them. 
 
Sarae Pacetta, Wayneflete School 
Sarae is an early childhood teacher (3-5-year-olds) at Wayneflete, an independent school in 
Portland Maine. The school’s website states that the early childhood program uses the Reggio 
Emilia approach. 
  
Sarae learned about MLV when she joined Mara’s working group on MLV around 1995, meeting 
monthly over dinner. There she learned about group learning and documentation. She said that the 
idea of documentation as a way for teachers to learn about children did not click for her until she 
started documenting how often her new baby ate as a way for her to learn about her child. 
Suddenly it clicked and she emailed Mara saying that she suddenly realized how documentation is 
something that “moves things forward.” 
  
Sarae first started using MLV at Lee Academy Pilot School. After that, Sarae used MLV at Wonder 
School, a laboratory preschool in Columbus, Ohio that she co-founded. This school is connected to 
Columbus State Community College (where Sarae also taught) and the Columbus Museum of Art. 
At the Wonder School, children spend one day a week in the museum, three days a week in the 
classroom, and on the fifth day teachers meet to reflect together. This school uses and emergent 
curriculum as well as documentation. However, the documentation is used for the teachers but not 
for the children to reflect on. 
  
Now, teaching at Wayneflete, Sarae uses an emergent curriculum and documentation, and she 
offered this example of how topics emerge. One day a child brought in a book about paper 
airplanes. This prompted the class to start thinking about things that move through the air. Some 
children made paper airplanes and then made a launch zone. Others made things that would spin, 
leading them to think and talk about how the shape of an object affects how it moves through the 
air. This led to a discussion of air resistance and parachutes. 
   
When asked whether she has adapted MLV to her context, she replied that MLV is a set of broad 
ideas – documenting children’s language to reflect back to them, documenting children at work 
through photos, having children be decision makers in the class -- and since there is no prescribed 
way to practice MLV it does not make sense to think about adaptation.   
  
Effects on students. Asked about the effect of MLV on her students, she said that it is her hope that 
they see themselves as central to the classroom, that they feel it is their space, filled with their ideas 
and questions, and not the teacher’s space. Parents, she said, really like the idea that their children 
have agency and decision making. Sarae does not tell parents that she is using MLV – she simply 
talks to them about the value placed on child agency, with lots of choice time. 
  
Effects on her teaching philosophy. Asked whether using MLV has changed her philosophy of 
teaching, she said that it has helped her understand the power of making children’s thinking visible, 
not just for the benefit of the teacher but also as a tool to use to reflect back to the children – e.g., 
“Here’s what you said yesterday. What ideas do you have now?” 
 
Challenges. One of her colleagues who does not use this approach commented that these children 
seemed to “really understand gravity and air resistance.” Sarae said, “I wonder, let’s ask them so we 
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While new teachers in Reggio had the support of all of the other teachers who could mentor them 
in MLV, US teachers lacked this kind of support. They were often the pioneers of this new approach 
in their school. 
 
Many school networks and individual schools (and a few museums) have adopted MLV as one of 
several PZ frameworks that they used.  These are discussed in Part IV of this report with their 
accompanying appendices. The schools and school networks featured in this chapter are those that 
adopted MLV but not other PZ frameworks. 
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THE ARTS (begins 1992) 
 
The next nine chapters describe PZs projects in the arts, the second foundational area of PZ’s work. 
With two exceptions (Art Works for Schools and Arts PROPEL), these projects focused entirely on 
the visual arts. Chapters 9-13 describe projects investigating response to art; Chapter 14-17 
describe projects related to studio art making. The projects are presented chronologically, and 
often one project led to the next – hence a case of internal impact on PZ’s research. The two 
projects that had the most external impact are Artful Thinking (Chapter 13) and Studio Thinking 
(Chapter 17). 
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Chapter 9 
Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum Project 
1992-1994 

Led by Jessica Davis and Howard Gardner, PZ carried out a project with the Isabella Stewart 
Gardner Museum from 1992-1994 (described here on the PZ website). The goal of the project was 
to develop methods to encourage active rather than passive looking by visitors to an art museum. 
The tools that were designed were meant to provide visitors with the confidence to explore the 
often-austere setting of the art museum, the scaffolding with which to experience works of art on 
their own, and the means by which to reflect on their learning. 

A series of educational activities and curricula were developed to help make the Gardner 
Museum's unique collection of art, architecture, and horticulture more accessible to neighboring 
school populations and other visitors. The activities were designed to help all museum-goers, from 
novice to veteran, enjoy and learn from their visit to the museum. 

Access to Artworks via Entry Points 
Drawing on the theory of multiple intelligences (Chapter 4) and its application to education as 
articulated in Gardner (1991), the researchers proposed five different "windows" (or entry points) 
into the museum experience for visitors with different learning profiles, as shown below. 
These were used to help visitors approach the museum's collection from any or all of these entry 
points. 

Working with local schools, the researchers gave 5th grade students five paper frames, each 
representing one of these entry points. On each paper frame was written the name of the entry 
point and instructions to follow for a 15-minute activity (shown here). Students were given both a 
science object (a skull) and an art object to use with each frame. 

Aesthetic: The Seeing-Sensing Window. Look at it carefully. What do I see? Write down the details 
of what you see. 

Narrative: The Story Window. Tell its story. What is it about? Write the story of the object. 

Logical-Quantitative: The Reason Window. Figure it out. Why and how do things fit together? 
Write down some questions you'd like to have answered about the object. 

Foundational: The Fundamental Window. Reflect on it. Why is it important? Write down your 
theory about why the object is or is not important, why it matters if it does. 

Experiential: The Action Window. Do it, make it. How can I experience it? Make a picture, dance a 
dance, or sing a song about what you see. 

After responding to the various frames, children were engaged in open-ended questions about 
each one. Which window was easy, hard? Which worked best with the science object, which with 
the art object? And so forth. These discussions provoked sophisticated metacognitive reflection as 
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children thought about their thinking processes. And in some classes, students were asked to apply 
entry point thinking to other subject areas. For example, in a math class, students thought of entry 
point questions for geometry, such as why geometry is important, who invented it, what the most 
beautiful geometric shape is, and so on (Davis, 2000). Children used class time to look at 
reproductions of the museum’s artworks, writing down questions that the works provoked. These 
questions were used in turn by museum educators when the children visited the museum. In this 
way, the entry points began to provide channels of learning between museum and school. 
  

Impact 
Sometimes the most important impact of one of our projects was to give birth to another project 
which then had impact beyond PZ. This was the case with the Gardner Museum project, which led 
directly to Project MUSE, described next. 
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Chapter 10 
Project MUSE 
(Museums Uniting with Schools in Education) 
1994-1996 
 
 
  
After the completion of the Gardner Museum project, Jessica Davis initiated Project MUSE  
(Museums Uniting with Schools in Education), which took place from 1994-1996. The MUSE Book 
and MUSE Guide can be found here.   
 
This project was carried out primarily by mail (USPS mail, for those who remember what this is). 
Invitations to participate were sent to 500 art museum educators, directors, and curators and to 
1800 US teachers (mostly non-arts teachers) and principals. Names of museum professionals to 
invite were provided by Rachel Granholm, then Curator of Education at the American Federation 
of Arts; names of in-school educators were provided by John Kaiser of the Regional Laboratory for 
Educational Improvements of the Northeast and Islands. News of this program also spread by word 
of mouth. Eventually 595 individuals participated. 
  

The Generic Game 
Participants first tried out and commented on what was called The Generic Game, a set of ten 
open-ended questions that could be used for consideration of any work of art by any viewer (hence 
generic).   
 

1.  Look carefully at the work of art in front of you. What colors do you see in it? 
2.  What do you see in the work of art in front of you? 
3.  What is going on in this work of art? 
4. Does anything you have noticed in this work of art so far remind you of something in 

your own life? 
5.  Is this work of art true to life? How real has the artist made things look? 
6.  What ideas and/or emotions do you think this work of art expresses? 
7. Do you have a sense of how the artist might have felt when making this work of art? 

Does it make you feel one way or another? 
8. Take a look at the other works of art displayed around this one. Do they look alike? 

What is similar about the way they look (for example, objects, events, feelings, or the 
way they are made)? What is different? 

9. What would you have called this work of art if you had made it yourself? 
10.Think back on your previous observations. What have you discovered from looking at 

this work of art? Have you learned anything about yourself or others? 
  

And then a post-game question: 
  

Do you like this work of art? Why or why not? You may notice that this is the same question 
that you were asked before you played the game. Has your reaction to the work changed? Do 
you like it more or less than you did in the beginning. Why? 
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Next participants were introduced to the five Entry Points approach developed in the Gardner 
Museum project described in the previous chapter: 
  

Foundational: The Fundamental Window. Reflect on it. Why is it important?  Write down 
your theory about why the object is or is not important, why it matters if it does. 

  
Experiential: The Action Window. Do it, make it. How can I experience it? Make a picture, 
dance a dance, or sing a song about what you see.  
  
Narrative: The Story Window. Tell its story. What is it about? Write the story of the object. 

  
Logical-Quantitative: The Reason Window. Figure it out. Why and how do things fit 
together? Write down some questions you'd like to have answered about the object. 
 
Aesthetic: The Seeing-Sensing Window. Look at it carefully. What do I see and feel? Write 
down the details of what you see. 
 

The Entry Point QUESTs 
Finally, participants received a synthesis of the Generic Game and Entry Point approach, called The 
Entry Point QUESTs. QUEST stood for Questions for Understanding, Exploring, Seeing, and 
Thinking. This tool consisted of five sets of ten questions each, with each set for one entry point. 
  
Here is an example of how Question 1 from the original Generic Game was adapted for each entry 
point. Each entry point presented ten questions, but here I just list one question for each entry 
point. 
  

Aesthetic: Look at the colors in this work of art. Which one did you see first? Was color the 
first thing that you noticed? What else caught your eye? 

  
Narrative: What is the story that you see in this work of art? How do the colors help to tell 
this story? 

  
Logical/Quantitative: What color do you see the most of in this work of art? What color do 
you see the least of in this work of art? 

  
Foundational: Take a look at the colors in this work of art. Why do you think these colors 
were used? Do colors have meaning? 

  
Experiential: If you were a color in this work of art, what color would you be and why? 
  

And now, an example of how Question 10 from the original Generic Game was adapted for each 
entry point: 
  

Aesthetic: Think back on all your responses. What have you discovered about making and 
looking at art? Have you learned anything about yourself or others? 
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Narrative: Thinking back on the stories you have discovered, what have you learned from 
looking at this work of art? Have you learned anything about your own life story or the 
stories of others? 

  
Logical/Quantitative: Imagine that a group of educators did not want students to see this 
work of art. These educators said that there was nothing to learn from looking at it. Make 
an argument for what there is to learn from looking at this work of art. 

  
Foundational: Think back on your previous observations. Is what you have discovered 
important? How might this work of art change the lives of people who look at it? 

  
Experiential: Think back on your previous activities. Which one was your favorite? Why? 
What does that tell you about yourself? What else have you learned from these activities? 
 

Impact 
During and after the project, Jessica was invited to present this work at various museums (e.g., the 
Museum of Contemporary Art Santa Barbara, the DeCordova, the Art Institute of Chicago, MASS 
MoCA, the Institute of Contemporary Art San Francisco), where educators were interested in using 
the MUSE tools in their programs. Since then, she reports that she has heard of Project MUSE 
workshops for teacher training organized by educators and individual educators adapting the 
materials in new ways, such as using the Game and/or QUESTs for students’ critique of their own 
and others’ artwork.  
  
Susan O’Neil, in collaboration with the Worcester Art Museum, used the MUSE resources (they 
were available for purchase from PZ) in her school and in parent and teacher workshops. In 1996, 
Susan went on to compile a training manual for the use of MUSE tools. The manual also contains a 
section written in 1994-1995 by Pamela Haas who, along with Susan, documented about 35 MUSE 
workshops all over the United States, including 13 in the Boston area. These documentations are 
contained in The MUSE Guide, referenced above. 
  
I have come across one educator, Nevada Benton, who encountered Project MUSE when she was a 
Fellow at the PZC over a decade ago. She has used the Art Quest tools once or twice a year ever 
since at the Escalante Middle School, in Durango, Colorado. A description of how she used this 
approach with Out of Eden Learn/Open Canopy can be found in Chapter 41. 
  
The MUSE project was completed 17 years ago, and I do not know of any other uses being made of 
the materials today. 
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To promote observation, students are asked about what they see, what makes them say that, what 
they notice about the shapes, lines, colors, etc., and interpretation questions like what is the most 
important thing in the picture, and does it look real or unreal, and again what makes you say that. 
Students are helped to distinguish between observation and interpretation. 
  
To prompt perspective taking, students are asked, for example, to look at pictures from different 
vantage points. 
  
To promote problem finding, students are asked, for example, to think about what they wonder 
about in a particular work – e.g., Why is this room without color? What is that shape in the corner? 
Is that a window or just the light from a window? 
  
To promote metaphor making, students are asked to think about what a particular work would 
sound like, or what it would feel like if you could walk into it. 
  
Sessions always end with a Reflect and Connect component where students reflect about how 
looking and talking about a particular work changed what they saw and what they thought about 
the picture. Lesson plans for each module also include explicit tools to get students to think about 
how they could transfer these same kinds of thinking tools to science, history, and social studies. 
  
Theater is used to enhance and deepen understanding of a work of art rather than as a topic of 
study itself. The theater component uses improvisation, monologue and dialogue to get students to 
think about a work of visual art (or other issues from the regular curriculum). For example, students 
are asked to enter into an artwork and improvise with such prompts as: What might the paintbrush 
have said as it was creating the work of art? Pairs of students then perform a dialogue in response. 
Or if this work were a stage set, what kind of play would take place here? Students divide into pairs, 
discuss, and write dramatic scenes impaired by the work. 
  
In the Perspective Taking module, students project themselves into one of the characters or things 
in a painting. 
  
In the metaphor making module, students use found objects to create a puppet metaphor for a 
person. 
  
As with the visual art sessions, theater sessions always end with a “Reflect and Connect” time 
where students think about how this kind of performance changed their thinking about the work of 
art. 
  

Impact on Collaborating Partners 
Debra Wise, the theater director who collaborated on this project, told me how working with PZ on 
this project made her realize that one can become a better thinker and thus become a better actor. 
She said the PZ approach to thinking – helping students to pause, reflect, brainstorm, and deepen 
their thinking – is a hopeful approach.: Students in such a program come to realize that they can 
become better thinkers. She felt that thinking about thinking with teachers and with students was 
inspiring and eye-opening. Moreover, learning to think deeply is genuinely enjoyable and 
immediately satisfying. Debra felt that PZ gave her the language to think about thinking in this way. 
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Debra developed a playwriting curriculum for 5th graders which grew out of her involvement with 
this project. She invited teachers to think of writing plays as a way of entering into subjects in the 
academic curriculum. She taught the students to use a PZ inquiry method (pausing and reflecting 
and brainstorming on questions) as they thought about possibilities for the characters they were 
creating. This curriculum continued to be used for a number of years, but when teachers who were 
involved retired, the curriculum faded out. 
  
However, Debra’s colleagues at the Central Square Theater teach playwriting using a method 
based on the playwriting curriculum that Debra developed for children. Debra also developed a 
worksheet that is still in use today at the Central Square Theater for talking about plays. The 
worksheet helps audience members to get around the thumbs up or down approach and leads 
people to pause and think deeply before judging. This grew directly out of her work on Art Works 
for Schools. 
  
Debra collaborated with two professors at MIT, Alan Brody (playwright) and Alan Lightman 
(physicist and novelist) to start a salon in which playwrights and scientists met together monthly – 
called the Catalyst Collaborative. The goal was to think about ways of thinking shared by artists 
and scientists. Debra remembers that she realized from this experience that artists and scientists 
have in common their insistence on staying in the middle of a problem for a long time. She feels that 
it was her work with PZ that led her to be able to come to this realization. The salon met for eight 
years but is no longer ongoing. 
  

Impact on Participating Schools 
Joe Petner, the principal of the Haggerty School, joined in the development of this project because 
of his commitment to making art more central for his students. In his foreword to Art Works for 
Schools, he wrote:  
  

Our experiences over the past five years have proven to be transformative. The program 
components of Art Works for Schools were innovative and interactive for teachers as well as 
students and their families. The goals of the project were rooted in the experiences of seeing 
artworks and watching theater performance. Teachers and students were asked to develop 
critical, imaginative, and reflective thinking skills in relation to these experiences. We took away 
from this collaborative experience a better understanding of how art works as a tool for learning 
across the curriculum. We were helped to see how art works for students who are differently 
abled. We were able to use the resources of Art Works for Schools to create a professional 
community with our collaborators where teachers were engaged in reflection about their craft and 
were asked to help shape the direction and focus of the content and activities. The influence of the 
initiative was evident in the level of confidence teachers demonstrated in their ability to think 
about and discuss art, and their willingness and commitment to integrate it into the curriculum. 
The Art Works for Schools project served as a critical agent for change by creating the conditions 
for learning about ways to use visual and theater art as a tool for teaching and learning. It 
powerfully emphasizes the importance of the arts in our schools. Someone once wrote: ‘To know 
neither the rich storehouse of human experience contained in the arts nor the use of the expressive 
and communicative functions of the arts is to be educationally deprived.’ The Art Works for 
Schools project has helped us as a community of learners to attain a higher level of literacy. In this 
regard, it has truly been a “transformative” experience. 

  

157



Debra Wise offered Art Works for Schools as a mini-course at the PZC for many years, co-teaching 
with Laura Howick. As a direct consequence of teaching at the PZC, Debra was invited to give 
workshops to teachers in Singapore and in Arizona. She also went on to lead workshops on this 
approach with a range of both public and private schools. Whether any of these schools adopted 
this approach could not be determined today, 23 years after the project ended.  
  
The education director of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston approached Debra about developing 
a program for families based on Art Works for Schools. Debra accepted this opportunity and gave 
tours every weekend for four or five years, providing what she believes were authentic and playful 
ways to experience works of visual art. She went on to develop programs like this at the Institute of 
Contemporary Art in Boston and museums in Washington DC, including the National Gallery. She 
still has the plans in her files for every workshop she conducted in art museums and would love to 
give this to museums to implement. 
  
Laura Howick, a former museum educator, was involved in developing Art Works for Schools when 
she worked at the DeCordova Museum. She left the DeCordova in 2003 for a position at the 
Fitchburg Art Museum, where she worked for 18 years. There she implemented Art Works for 
Schools in a condensed form when giving tours and training docents and teachers, often using just 
one of the thinking dispositions. She also taught about this program as part of a continuing 
education class at Fitchburg State University. 
  
She told me that this program was complicated for teachers if they were to implement the entire 
package, especially the transfer piece. She lamented the fact that schools say they want more 
information about teaching critical thinking skills, but when they get something like this, teachers 
are often not given the time and the support to learn to implement such new approaches. 
She reflected that Artful Thinking, presented in Chapter 13, does not call for teachers to find a 
transfer domain, and thus it may be more practical for teachers 
  
I asked Laura if she knew of any museums where Art Works for Schools was being used or had been 
used. She said she did not know of any, despite the fact that the handbook was sent to many 
museums. 
                
The next chapter turns to an evaluation that PZ conducted of the Visual Thinking Curriculum 
adopted by the Museum of Modern Art in New York. 

    
 
Reference Cited 
Grotzer, T., Howick, L., Tishman, S., & Wise, D. (2019). Art Works for schools: A curriculum for teaching 
in and through the arts. pdf  

158



Chapter 12 

Visual Thinking Curriculum Evaluation 
1998-1999 
   
 

Led by Shari Tishman, Project Zero undertook a year-long evaluation of the Visual Thinking 
Curriculum (VTC) in use at New York’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) (Tishman, McGillivray, & 
Palmer, 1999). (Note: Not to be confused with Visible Thinking.) The VTC was developed by MoMA 
in collaboration with Abigail Housen. The curriculum was written for students in 4th and 6th 
grades but has been used in K-12 as well as for novice adult art viewers. The curriculum sought  to 
engage viewers in inquiry-based discussions about works of art. These two questions were posed 
to viewers: What is going on in this picture? What makes you say that? 

As described in the VTC evaluation report (here), data came from interviews with teachers, 
students, and staff, classroom observations, and a student performance assessment given to 
students who did and who did not receive the VCT. 

Findings 
Students exposed to the VTC showed modest but statistically significant gains in the quality of 
their evidential reasoning when interpreting the meaning of a work of art. This gain also 
transferred to forming interpretations about the meaning of a non-art image in the domain of 
science (like fossil footsteps). 

The VTC contributed to a modest but significant increase in students' awareness of the subjective, 
or conditional, nature of interpretation, both when thinking about the meaning of an artwork and a 
non-art image in the domain of science. 

Students experienced the VTC as challenging and engaging, and they appeared to intuitively 
understand what the VTC questions are getting at. They seemed to understand that the VTC 
methodology is about "figuring things out" and understanding meaning. 

Students found it easy to imagine transferring the VTC questions to many contexts, inside and 
outside of school, and in fact reported that they did so. Almost all of the connections they 
mentioned seemed appropriate. 

However, the evaluators noted some weaknesses and made the following recommendations: 

Evaluator Recommendations 
VTC teachers whose students had the highest overall gains tended to push individual students to 
make detailed observations about works of art and to justify their interpretations with perceptual 
evidence in the image. They also encouraged a culture of conversation in the class by soliciting 
comments from many students and encouraging students to respond to one another directly and to 
reason collaboratively. In contrast, however, teachers whose students had the lowest gains tended 
to encourage students to list observations of details in works of art and to discourage students 
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from thinking broadly about the meaning of an image and from exploring disagreements about, or 
citing evidence for, their individual interpretations. 

Teachers needed better professional development, including the modelling of effective practices 
for developing group discussions that deepen students’ thinking. Teachers needed to develop a 
better understanding of the purpose and rationale of the VTC questions, and the kinds of thinking 
skills and conversational classroom culture these questions aim to cultivate. Teachers also needed 
more instruction about how to help students transfer what they learned from thinking about art 
image to thinking about other kinds of visual images. 

Impact 
Based on these findings, MoMA began a substantial revision of the VTC in collaboration with 
Project Zero in 2000. The revised VTC was published by MoMA. 
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Routines for Questioning/Investigate   

See-Think-Wonder. What do you see, what do you think about that, what does it make you 
wonder.  
Creative Questions. Brainstorm at least 12 questions about the work using prompts like 
Why, What if? What is the purpose of? How would it be different if? What if we knew? What 
would change if? Suppose that? What are the reasons? Then start the most interesting 
questions, choose one and discuss. Then reflect – what new ideas do you have that you did 
not have before? 
 

Routines for Comparing/Connecting 
Connect-Extend-Challenge. How is the work connected to something you know about? 
What new ideas do you have that extended your thinking in new directions? What is 
challenging or confusing, or makes you wonder?  
I Used to Think…Now I Think. After exploring an artwork: I used to think…Now I think… 

 
Routines for Exploring Viewpoints (inspired by Debra Wise and Art Works for Schools) 

Circle of Viewpoints. Brainstorm a list of different perspectives about the work. Choose 
one perspective to explore using these sentence-starters: I am thinking of this work from 
the viewpoint of…Describe it from your viewpoint/ A question I have from this viewpoint 
is…  
Step Inside. Choose a person, object, or element of a work, and step inside that point of 
view. Consider: What can the person/thing perceive and feel? What might the person/thing 
know about or believe/ care about? Take on the character of the thing you’ve chosen and 
improvise a monologue. Speaking in the first person, talk about who/what you are and what 
you are experiencing. 

  
Routines for Finding Complexity 

The Complexity Scale. Say some broad things you know about the work – observations, 
facts, ideas. Then place each statement somewhere on the complexity scale from Simple to 
Complex and explain why. What new insights or questions do you now have about the 
work?  
Parts-Purposes-Complexities. What are the parts of the work? What are its purposes – 
who is it for, what does it do? What are its complexities – how is it complicated in its parts, 
purposes, relationship between parts and purposes, or other ways? This routine became 
central to Agency by Design, as discussed in Chapter 49. 

  
The Artful Thinking team interviewed the Traverse City teachers about how often they used the 
routines. In the first half of the second year of the program, teachers reported using only one to 
three routines a week. By the second half of that year, over half of the teachers were using four to 
six  routines a week, with See-Think-Wonder as the most frequently used. They had become more 
comfortable with using them and even began adapting and tweaking the routines for their own 
purposes. And they reported that the routines were diagnostic, laying bare students’ thinking, and 
revealing which students were understanding, and which ones had misconceptions. 
  

Effects on Students’ and Teachers’ Thinking About Art 
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The Artful Thinking team at PZ assessed the impact of Artful Thinking on students and teachers by 
asking them what they thought about art, using the thinking routine, I Used to think…Now I 
think…(Tishman & Palmer, 2006). 
  
Six bipolar, four-point scales were developed to assess the quality of student thinking:  
  

Obvious_________________Beyond the Given 
Fuzzy___________________ Clear and Focused 
Simplistic________________Elaborated 
One-Dimensional ________Multi-Dimensional 
Restricted_______________ Generative 
Tangential_______________ Essence-Capturing 

  
Both students and teachers came to think of art in a more complex way, as something with many 
meanings and as something that invites inquiry. Teachers reported being less concerned about 
using “good” art in class and more interested in the quality of student talk. They had come to see art 
as a powerful opportunity for learning rather than just an add-on to the curriculum. They also 
became more open to using a wide variety of art, including contemporary art, mixed media art, and 
art with provocative content.  
  

Effects on Students’ Conceptions of Good Thinking 
The team also examined the effects of the program on 4th, 5th, and 6th graders’ conceptions of 
good thinking, comparing the Artful Thinking students to a comparison group not exposed to the 
program. Students were asked to make a concept map showing their ideas about their thinking 
when they were trying to understand something – and these were made at the beginning, middle, 
and end of the two-year program. Those in the Artful Thinking program more often mentioned 
making careful observations, asking questions, exploring points of view, exploring complexity by 
breaking things into parts, and reasoning carefully. These findings are reported in Tishman and 
Palmer (2007).   
  
It seems most likely that the Traverse City schools are no longer using Artful Thinking. The project 
took place almost 20 years ago, and I could find nothing about Artful Thinking on their website. 
  
For more information about the work with Traverse City, see Tishman and Palmer (2007) and 
Niehoff & Wenrich. 
  

Impact 
Below I describe the impact of Artful Thinking on the educational programs of three art museums 
as well as on the elementary schools in Hillsborough County, the seventh largest school district in 
the US. 
  
National Gallery of Art 
The mandate of the National Gallery of Art (NGA) is to provide free resources for best practices in 
museum education. From museum educator Julie Carmean I learned about how the NGA uses 
Artful Thinking.  
  
Julie came to the NGA in 2007, after going through the Arts in Education Program at HGSE and 
after teaching for a few years during which time she implemented Artful Thinking routines in her 
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3rd and 4th grade classes. She joined the NGA to run Art Around the Corner, a program bringing 
Title 1 students into the museum for repeated visits. Together with Sarah Lesk, Julie revamped the 
program, named it Teaching Critical Thinking Through Art (TCTTA), and based it on Artful Thinking 
routines. 
  
The program’s introductory video states: 
  

This one-of-a-kind course uses the Gallery’s deep experience with Artful Thinking to build a unique 
online learning environment. Participants will have the opportunity to look, reason, and wonder 
about works of art…To make this possible, the course includes an innovative tool, called iiiF, that 
allows participants to zoom in and explore each high-definition work of art from the National 
Gallery of Art’s free, online database. Participants will also watch real lessons unfold with teachers 
and students in original videos. The course includes all of the resources necessary to put the 
routines into practice in the classroom. 

  
Fourth and 5th graders from the DC public schools came to the museum for six two-hour visits. 
During each visit, students looked at three works of art and engaged in discussions with the help of 
one or more of the PZ thinking routines. In addition, these students received two in-school visits by 
museum educators. 
  
For a Forbes magazine report on Artful Thinking at the National Gallery, click here pdf. 
  
Scope. Thousands of people from 150 countries have enrolled in the TCTTA program (the top ten 
being the US, India, Australia, Canada, the UK, Brazil, Spain, Italy, China, and Germany). About a 
third of the enrollees are arts teachers and the rest are educators across all subject areas and grade 
level, ) as well as administrators, artists, and professors. 
  
Other programs at the NGA have also used Artful Thinking routines: The docents have now been 
taught to use these routines, and the routines are used on many school tours; the routines are used 
in programs for families and in a slow looking program for adults. 
  
Internal evaluation. A pre-post survey of those who took the TCTTA course was conducted, and 
1,348 enrollees completed both parts. Most said that prior to taking the course they did not use 
thinking routines, did not integrate art into their teaching, and had never visited the NGA. Yet 70 
percent watched the course videos from beginning to end. After taking the course, 87 percent said 
they were extremely likely to integrate routines into their teaching. When asked how many 
students they had already introduced to thinking routines, 749 teachers responded. Tallied 
responses revealed that the teachers reported having used routines with 24,519 students. If 
applied to all teachers enrolled, over a million students might have been exposed to Artful Thinking. 
  
External evaluation. After five years, in 2012, this program was evaluated by Randi Korn & 
Associates, based on interviews with (and observations of) students who visited the museum to 
participate in the program six times and those who visited two times. The evaluators compared 
students who got the six visits to a group who only got two visits (both in one week) and one visit to 
the school. The outcome measure was how students responded to works of art (ones they had seen 
in the program) without being prompted. Students were shown images of these works and were 
asked to identify the one work of art that was most memorable and to explain why. Compared to 
students who received only the brief program, those who received the full program showed more 
evidence of observing, describing, and reasoning with evidence.  
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Interviews with teachers and parents were also conducted. These revealed that teachers were 
comfortable using the See-Think-Wonder thinking routine.Parents had positive views of this 
program and felt that it had positive effects on their children. 
  
The evaluators felt that teachers were overwhelmed by the amount of materials in the program 
and recommended streamlining the materials for teachers. In response, Julie and her colleagues 
created a four-session professional development program for teachers, with demonstrations of 
thinking routines which would then be discussed and unpacked. A subsequent focus group with 
teachers resulted in teachers asking the museum to create videos for teachers who could not come 
to the museum.  
  
As a result, two online asynchronous courses (on the Ed-X platform) were launched at the NGA and 
presented on the Ed-X platform: teaching Critical Thinking Through Art (launched in 2019); and 
Teaching Complex Thinking Through Art (launched in 2024). A description of these courses can be 
accessed here. 
 
Philadelphia Museum of Art 
The Educator Programs at the Philadelphia Museum of Art use multiple tools to help adult visitors 
and student visitors look more slowly and carefully and to think and respond to what they are 
seeing, as I learned in speaking to Barbara Bassett, Curator of Education and School and Teacher 
Programs, Suzannah Niepold, Manager of Teacher Services, and Cherish Christopher, the new 
coordinator of Sherlock , a program for 5th and 6th graders, a program described below. 
  
The museum added Artful Thinking to its box of tools in 2008 or 2009. Here are all of the digital 
lessons the museum developed around Artful Thinking. The museum uses Artful Thinking routines 
in every one of their educational programs (for example, in a teacher seminar they run in a summer 
course).   
  
Program for medical students. The museum has developed a program using Artful Thinking to help 
medical students learn to look more closely. This got started in 2013, when the museum was 
approached by ophthalmology researchers at the Perelman School of Medicine at the University of 
Pennsylvania. These researchers were concerned that medical education stressed memorization of 
clinical signs over observation of clinical signs. They also felt that medical education needed to 
make students more comfortable with ambiguity. They wanted to test whether training in 
observational skills with works of visual art could make doctors into better observers of their 
patients, and perhaps better able to recognize that sometimes there is no one right answer.  
  
Before coming to the Philadelphia Museum of Art, Suzannah Niepold had worked at the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum. There she had been introduced to Ron Ritchhart’s thinking 
routines and Shari Tishman’s Artful Thinking routines through a presentation that Ron gave as part 
of a teacher seminar. She and her PMA colleagues, who were already Artful Thinking practitioners, 
developed an intervention for medical students based on Artful Thinking, in which the students 
would learn to look closely at works of art as they engaged in thinking routines.  
  
Thirty-six medical students volunteered to participate in the first year. They first took a pre-test 
assessing observational skill with art and medical images where they were asked to describe each 
image as completely as possible. Students were randomly assigned to a test or a control group. The 
test group came to the museum for six 90-minute visits. Eleven students attended all six sessions at 
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In the second year of the program, another study by Korn with a stronger methodology was 
conducted using the same methods and questions, with 214 students participating. This time the 
comparison was from pre- to post-participation using the same artwork at each time point. Post-
test performance was significantly higher on all questions except for the question asking what 
students thought was happening in the work. 
  
One reason for the stronger findings from the second study was likely the use of a pre-post design, 
allowing improvement to be detected in the same students. Of course, improved outcomes of the 
second study compared to the first could also have been due to the different artworks that were 
used for the two different evaluations, or to the fact that the same artwork was used at pre- and 
post-test so that at posttest, students were already familiar with the work. 
  
American Art Museum and National Portrait Gallery, Washington DC 
Museum educators Phoebe Hillemann (from the Smithsonian American Art Museum) and Briana 
White (from the National Portrait Gallery) told me that both of their museums have integrated 
Artful Thinking routines, as well as other PZ thinking routines, into their summer teacher institutes 
for at least ten years. Teachers, most of whom are social studies, history, and English/language arts 
teachers, come to these institutes from all over the country. They appreciate that the routines are 
transferable across subject areas (e.g., they can be used for looking at primary texts, as just one 
example) and are not specific to the visual arts. 
  
Routines that call for pondering and reflection are also used in the museums’ teacher workshops, 
student programs, and public programs for adults. For example, in this program on social justice,  an  
episode on community gardens and social justice (featuring objects from the Smithsonian Gardens 
archives and the National Portrait Gallery) asks viewers to look closely at a photo portrait of the 
chef Alice Waters (by David Woody) standing in a community garden. They are then guided via 
Artful Thinking routines to reflect on what they notice, what pulls them in, what is the setting, 
where the focal point is (and how we know). They are then asked to compare this portrait with a 
photo of an urban community garden from the early 1900s created by Frances Parsons – reflecting 
on similarities and differences. These practices of slow looking and reflection (this time in the 
service of thinking about social justice) grew out of the National Portrait Gallery’s work with Artful 
Thinking routines. 
  
The National Portrait Gallery, like the Philadelphia Museum of Art, ran a program for medical 
students in close looking, using Artful Thinking routines. In 2023, first-year medical students from 
George Washington University participated, coming to the museum for six sessions. Many told 
Briana that they had not expected the program to be relevant to medicine but after participating 
they recognized its relevance. The museum hopes to repeat this program regularly. 

In their respective museums, Phoebe and Briana have also used thinking routines from PZ’s Global 
Competence Framework (Chapter 43) and Arts as Civics Commons (Chapter 46). 

A number of other art museums have adopted Artful Thinking, as can be seen in these links: 
  

University of Rochester Memorial Art Gallery 
Oklahoma State University Museum of Art 
Mead Art Museum at Amherst 
Tacoma Art Museum 
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National Museum of Women in the Arts 
Sidney and Lois Eskenazi Museum of Art at the University of Indiana 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston 
San Antonio Museum of Art 
Association of European Jewish Museums (offered a course on Artful Thinking in 2021) 

  
 
 
Hillsborough County Florida 
Hillsborough County in Florida is the 7th largest school district in the US – with 250 art teachers in 
190 schools. Each week, 85,000 students spend time in art class (elementary school 30 minutes 
once a week, middle/high school electives, 50 minutes daily). The new supervisor of K-12 art for the 
county is Laura Hobby, who spoke to me about how she is transforming art classes through the use 
of Artful Thinking.  
  
The Hillsborough County schools have a mandated standard in the visual arts called Critical 
Thinking and Reflection. The mandate states: Students are to learn to use four kinds of processes 
when looking at a work of art: description, analysis, interpretation, and judgment, as shown below:  

 
Hillsboro Schools visual arts assessment measure prior to Artful Thinking 
 
Assessment was multiple choice. Here is an example of one test question in relation to a cubist self-
portrait by Picasso: 
  

The artist painted a large geometric shape for the person’s nose and added lines to create texture and 
emphasis. Which step in the art criticism process did Maria use? 
  

A. Analysis 
B. Description 
C. Interpretation 
D. Judgment 
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Laura found this method uninspiring and disliked the implication that there was one correct answer 
about art. She was not surprised that the Critical Thinking and Reflection standard for the visual 
arts had always been the lowest performing standard in her district. 
  
During Covid, Laura sought some intellectual stimulation, and she found Julie Carmean’s edX 
course at the National Gallery on Artful Thinking. Laura was, at the time, an art teacher at a K-5 
school serving 800 students. “Julie’s class blew my mind,” she told me. Coincidentally, the art 
supervisor for the district resigned, and Laura applied for the job, which she said she would not 
have done if she had not taken Julie’s class. Julie’s class inspired her about the potential of art to 
add value to every subject area. 
  
Laura got the job, invited Julie to come speak to the art teachers and introduce them to the Artful 
Thinking method, and provided them with Making Thinking Visible (Ritchhart, Church, & Morrison, 
2011). Laura now provides her art teachers with in-person professional development that she runs 
herself, including 25 hours learning about and practicing Artful Thinking routines. She has also 
created an online training course based on five of the thinking routines: Looking 5 by 2 (modified 
from Looking 10 by 2), See-Think-Wonder, The Elaboration Game, Creative Wondering, and 
Reasoning with Evidence.  
  
In order to receive professional development credit, teachers are required to show evidence that 
they have tried five thinking routines, and they are asked to use Artful Thinking routines in each 
project/lesson. The PTA purchased large whiteboards that make it possible to show high quality art 
images using the NGA’s zoom tool described above.  
  
In 2023-24, Artful Thinking routines became the teaching method used to meet the state art 
criticism standard in Hillsborough County, and every art teacher is expected to use these routines. 
Laura is also working on an assessment method that teachers will use to look at the effect of these 
routines on critical thinking. Laura is also talking to art supervisors elsewhere in Florida and 
spreading the word about Artful Thinking routines. 
  
Laura reported that her art teachers love Artful Thinking. Why? Because it works for any age and 
because it is so powerful. “Powerful” is what they most often say. The students are being given a 
tool they can use for their whole life and not only in art class: the ability to slow down, look, think, 
and come up with their own ideas. (Getting teachers to be quiet while students look quietly for a 
full minute is the hardest, but critically important, part.) In short, teachers realize that they are 
“adding value beyond their union contract of 30 minutes per elementary class.” 
  
Art teacher comments. Here is what Alonso High School teacher Cristina Ruperto reported: 
  

The looking 5x2 art criticism model creates a less intimidating way for students to share what they 
see in an artwork. I used this model for the first time this past fall, and the outcomes were 
excellent. Every student in my class, even the ones that usually struggle participated…I also 
discovered that students have great intuitions about the meaning of artwork even with abstract 
works like that by Bryon Kim called, “Synecdoche”, which is the first piece that I looked at with my 
students. At the end they were more confident in themselves, and this gave them space during our 
group discussions to ask questions and talk more openly about how they perceived the artwork. 
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Here is what one elementary school art teacher Andrew Hasebrook wrote about what was easy 
and what was hard for his students when looking at this artwork below: 
 

  
   

What surprised me was how willing the students were to participate! I thought they would 
complain about not getting to “do” art (and there were a few who did complain but, on the whole, 
no). What was challenging was to get the students to write down why they wrote what they wrote. 
For example, many wrote down, “queen.” I would have to challenge them with the questions, 
“What in the art makes you think it’s a queen?” It was also challenging to have the students look at 
the work silently for 1 minute two times. They want to immediately share with someone their 
thinking. 

  
The Tampa Museum of Art has partnered with Laura on a federal grant bringing all of the 
Hillsborough students from “transformation schools” to the museum in 2023-24 where they 
practice Artful Thinking in the museum. These are the Title 1 schools, and they serve 18,000 
students. Laura helped the museum to decide to use these funds for thinking routines.  
 
The next four chapters focus on the making of art. 
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Chapter 14 

Arts PROPEL  
1986-1991 
 
 
 

The PROPEL Approach 
Arts PROPEL is an approach to teaching and assessment in the arts, developed and field-tested 
between 1986 and 1991 by two research organizations, Project Zero and the Educational Testing 
Service, and by teachers and supervisors in the Pittsburgh Public Schools. PROPEL was co-directed 
from Project Zero by Howard Gardner and Dennie Palmer Wolf, and from the Educational Testing 
Service by Drew Gitomer. Many other researchers from PZ and ETS were involved and are listed in 
the 1991 Arts PROPEL Introductory Handbook. Three other handbooks were published 
subsequently: 
 
Arts PROPEL: A Handbook for the Visual Arts. (Winner & Simmons, 1992). pdf 
Arts PROPEL: A Handbook for Imaginative Writing (Camp & Winner, 1993). pdf 
Arts PROPEL: A Handbook for Music (Winner & Davidson, 1992). pdf  
 
Although the PROPEL approach was created for the visual arts, imaginative writing, and music, this 
approach could be used for any school subject. And although the approach was designed for the 
middle and high school levels, it could certainly be adapted for students in the elementary grades. 
  
Three Roles 
The student in a PROPEL classroom assumes three interrelated roles: producer, perceiver, and 
reflector. The name PROPEL is an acronym in which these three roles are embedded: PRO for 
production, which includes an R for reflection; PE for perception, and L for the learning that results. 
Production refers to the process of using materials to create or perform. Perception refers to the 
close study of elements, materials, and works in a domain. Reflection refers to the practice of 
thinking about how works have been made and how they have achieved their effects. 
  
Domain Projects 
PROPEL students work on “domain projects” sustained over time, rather than performing single 
daily assignments. Each domain project focuses on a rich, central concept or problem in a particular 
domain, e.g., portraiture or composition in the visual arts, fiction or dialogue in writing, notation or 
ensemble rehearsal in music. These projects weave together production, perception, and 
reflection, with production always remaining the central focus from which perception and 
reflection flow. 
  
Process-folios 
Students keep longitudinal samples of their work in portfolios, often referred to as “process-folios” 
(e.g., Wolf, Bixby, Glenn, & Gardner, 1991). Unlike the traditional artist portfolios which are 
composed only of a highly selective collection of finished pieces, PROPEL portfolios contain not 
only final works, but also some of the drafts and revisions that went into the work. Visual arts 
portfolios contain sketches as well as finished works. Writing portfolios contain outlines, drafts, 
and final works. Music portfolios contain sheet music marked with notes for performance and 
recordings of successive rehearsals. PROPEL portfolios also contain samples of students’ reflection 
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students to think about their process, and in giving students agency over their own learning. He 
was familiar with PROPEL, had used it in his work, and showed her the PROPEl visual arts 
handbook. She was amazed to find how much the PROPEL approach was also her approach. 
  
In 2006, Jodi moved to the St. Thomas More High School, an urban Catholic school in Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin, where most tuition is supported either by state or school scholarships. There she met 
Mel, who gave a keynote speech at a WAEA (Wisconsin Art Education Association) Convention. 
When she talked to him about her methods of art teaching, as well as her interests in creativity, he 
told her that this all sounded a lot like Project Zero. He invited her to join the Student-Centered 
Learning in the Arts), which met four times a year. In the group, Mel always pushed teachers to 
think about how they would “show” that they were fulfilling their teaching objectives – like 
instilling creativity in their students and giving them a voice. 
  
Jodi teaches nine classes a year (Art Fundamentals, Drawing and Painting, Fibers, Ceramics, 
Metals, Film, Photography, Design, and AP Studio). In her beginning arts class, Art Fundamentals, 
students often want to be told what to do. This is what they are used to. But Jodi does not tell them. 
When students ask what they should do, she replies with, “What do you think?” She wants her 
students to recognize that they have a voice in their learning and can make decisions based on their 
reflections and evaluations. She asks her students to come up with their own objectives, their own 
questions. She guides them to become metacognitive about their process and their goals. For 
example, she offers them these sample questions to help them think of art making as research and 
to become aware of their own thinking: 
  

How can I use __________ to show__________? 
How will I combine __________and __________to get my message across? 
How will__________show __________? 
What if__________?  
What message do I want to visually communicate in my piece, how will I do that? 
What do I want to experiment with and why? 
What is my intended outcome for this piece? How will I show that with the media and 
composition? 

What principles and elements will I use and how will I show that in my piece? 
What are my outside influences? 
What’s driving me to make this piece? 

Her students do daily reflections in their sketchbooks. She explained:  
  

Reflections can look like many things, planning sketches, practice, testing colors or media, written 
reminders or things you notice about your work in progress, etc. In your sketchbook, you are not 
trying to prove yourself, but you are developing your artist visual and thinking skills. Your 
sketchbook is helping you track that development and understand the importance of the process 
and that you have a say/directive in that 
process. Here are some questions to help guide you as you work on your assignments and reflect a 
sketchbook: 
  
What’s working? 
What’s not working? 
What did you notice? 
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What needs to change? 
What are your next steps? 
What do you need to remember? 
What do you need to practice or experiment with? 
  

Jodi was impressed by the reflections of her students. She felt they were really able to recognize 
the steps they took in their art making, they recognized what they needed to do next, and their 
observations showed how much they were noticing. When she asked them if they found the 
reflecting helpful, almost everyone said yes and told her it was because they could use it as a 
resource as they work, and they could look back to previous reflections that could help with similar 
art problems. In a reflection about her courses, she wrote: 
  

Having them do the reflections was one of the best things I could have implemented. They 
show me that the students understand things better. Every now and then I have to remind 
them to tell me about their thoughts, ideas and choices and the whys behind it and not just 
record what they did, but for the most part they are truly using this reflection time as a 
resource and feedback to themselves. 

  
Her students keep portfolios that include their drafts. They evaluate the work in their portfolios 
using these three questions at the end of the semester: 
   

What have you noticed about the progress / process of your work over the course of the 
semester? 
Be specific, reference specific pieces/reflections/processes: craftsmanship, skill, technique, 
meaning, ability to develop and follow through with ideas, connections between 
assignments, risk taking, learning from mistakes. 

What did you notice about the decisions you made over the course of the semester?  
Were they more thought provoking? Were they better planned out? Did you reference past 
reflections, evaluations and assignments to inform you? Why or why not? 
What have you learned from this class that carries over into your other classes/life? 

Be specific about what it is you have learned and how you use it/plan to use it elsewhere. 

    
 
References Cited 
Camp, R., & Winner, E. (Eds.) (1993). Arts PROPEL: A handbook for imaginative writing. Project Zero 
and Educational Testing Service. Pdf 
 
Pontious, M. (n.d.). Student-centered learning in the arts: Encouraging students’ natural disposition to 
learn and create. Unpublished manuscript. pdf 

        
Winner, E. (Ed.) (1991). Arts PROPEL: An introductory handbook. Project Zero and Educational 
Testing Service. pdf 

        
Winner, E., & Simmons, S. (Eds.) (1992). Arts PROPEL: A handbook for the visual arts. Project Zero and 
Educational Testing Service. pdf    

        

176



Winner, E., Davidson, L., & Scripp, L. (Eds.) (1992). Arts PROPEL: A handbook for music. Project Zero 
and Educational Testing Service. pdf  
  
Wolf, D., Bixby, J., Glenn, J., & Gardner, H. (1991). To use their minds well: Investigating new forms 
of student assessment. Review of Research in Education, 17, 31-74. 
  

177



Chapter 15 
Project Co-Arts 
1991-1996  

 
 

 
Project Co-Arts, led by Jessica Davis, was a study of community art centers in economically 
disadvantaged communities. Community art centers in disadvantaged communities are an 
invaluable but fragile resource relying heavily on external support. These centers are required to 
document and evaluate their programs if they wish to continue to be funded. Project Co-Arts 
studied a wide swath of community art centers to determine what counts as educational 
effectiveness in these centers and to determine how centers assess their effectiveness. This project 
eventually came to be called the Safe Havens Project, and a full report can be found here.   

  

First Stage   
In its first stage (1991-1993), Co-Arts developed an assessment plan for these centers that 
incorporated documentation of, and reflection on, the process of educating effectively. The key 
idea was that exemplary centers build reflection into their daily practice. Reflection focuses on the 
center’s goals or objectives, what the center does to achieve these goals, and actual observed 
(often unexpected) outcomes. Reflection on outcomes might lead to rethinking of goals and hence, 
to a rethinking of practice.  
  
In addition, the project created written portraits of six centers identified from the research as 
exemplary, adapting the methodology of portraiture as a group process (see Lawrence-Lightfoot & 
Davis, 1997).  
  
The overall methodology was qualitative. It included the close review of written materials from 316 
US centers, analysis of responses to 114 detailed questionnaires, 89 in-depth phone interviews, 
and 32 site visits. Finally, weeklong “residencies” were held at the six portraiture sites: 
  

The Artist Collective, Hartford, CT 
Plaza de la Raza, Los Angeles, CA 
Another Safe Haven: Portraits of Boulevard Art Center, Then and Now. Chicago, Ill. pdf   
East Bay Center for the Arts, Oakland, CA 
Molly Olga Neighborhood Arts Classes, Inc., Buffalo, NY 
Manchester Craftsman’s Guild, Pittsburgh, PA. 

  
The model and assessment tool that was developed resulted in The Co-Arts Assessment Handbook 
(Davis, Gardner, Soep, Gonzales-Pose, et al., 1993). pdf 

  

Second Stage   
In a second stage (1993-6), Project Co-Arts worked closely with ten community art centers 
(including four of the portraiture sites from the first stage) in seven states  to implement, review, 
and refine the Co-Arts Assessment Plan. Centers piloting the plan became field experts 
maintaining organizational process-folios (described below)), staging regular assessment forums 
(structured group reflection), and reporting to Co-Arts researchers and interested others.  
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An organizational process-folio was defined as “a folder or container filled with examples of the 
center’s ongoing process.” There were four parts to a process-folio: 
  

1. Teaching and Learning: Examples of the center’s educational philosophy, curriculum, and 
student and teacher learning. 
  

2. Journey: Examples of the organization’s history and vision for the future. 
  

3. Community: Examples of the community served by the center and its relation to the center. 
  

4. Administration: Examples of the organization’s administrative structure, including  staffing, 
funding, and facilities. 

  
The purpose of keeping such a process-folio was to: (1) facilitate ongoing assessment; (2) introduce 
new staff or families/students to the organization; (3) give funders a more rounded view of the 
organization and its practices; (4) facilitate staff development, and (5) inform partner relationships 
with collaborating organizations. 
  
The researchers hosted ten symposia whose constituents included program officers, 
administrators from higher education, arts teachers in communities and schools, and non-arts 
teachers. These symposia included presentations and workshops on the Co-Arts model and 
assessment plan. 
  
The guide to the process with examples from use by these various contributors is contained in  The 
Wheel in Motion: The Co-Arts Assessment Plan from Theory to Practice pdf (Davis, Solomon, Eppel, & 
Dameshek,1996), which features a tool kit with which to introduce and scaffold use of the 
assessment plan.   
 

Impact 
President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities Report 
The “Safe Havens” study was recognized in 1996 by the President’s Council on the Arts and 
Humanities Davis was invited by Hillary Clinton to the White House to celebrate with numerous 
leaders of community art centers, many of whom had participated in some part of this work. The 
head of the council, Ellen McCulloch Lovell, told Jessica Davis that Co-Arts was an inspiration for 
Weitz’s 1996 Coming Up Taller: Arts and Humanities Programs for Children (from the President’s 
Committee on the Arts and the Humanities) compendium and awards. The following is an excerpt 
from Chapter 5 of that report: 
  

Cultural leaders currently are searching for an approach to assessment that enriches 
understanding of effectiveness and provides programs with an ongoing tool for evaluating and 
improving their practices. To this end, Project Co-Arts at the Harvard University Graduate School 
of Education began a study in 1991 of community arts education centers with sustained programs 
in economically disadvantaged communities. The University published in-depth portraits of five 
exemplary centers in Safe Havens: Portraits of Educational Effectiveness in Community Arts 
Centers that Focus on Education in Economically Disadvantaged Communities. Harvard also 
developed and published in The Co-Arts Assessment Handbook, an assessment technique that 
uses assessment forums and “process folios” to describe effectiveness. 
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Arts in Education Program (Now Concentration) at the Harvard Graduate School of Education 
The National Arts Learning Foundation in 2002 funded the Arts in Education Program at the 
Harvard Graduate School of Education to create portraits (again, with the group methodology 
developed in Co-Arts) of three Boston area schools that focus on the arts: The Walnut Hill School, 
The Conservatory Lab School, and the Boston Arts Academy. The 2001 collection of portraits of 
these schools, Passion and Industry (Davis, 2001), can be found here: pdf.   
 
In the next chapter, I report on a research project that did not develop an educational framework 
but instead critically examined a common claim about the value of arts education. While this 
project did not result in a framework, it led directly to the framework of the Studio Thinking Project 
presented in Chapter 17.  

    
 
References Cited 
Davis, J. (1994). Beyond school walls: Challenges to collaborations between public schools and 
community arts centers. Art Education Policy Review, 95, 5, 12–14.   
  
Davis, J. (2001). Passion and industry: Schools that focus on the arts. Cambridge, MA:  
President and Fellows of Harvard College. pdf   
  
Davis, J., et al. (1996a). Another safe haven: Portraits of Boulevard Arts Center, then and now. Cambridge, MA: 
Presidents and Fellows of Harvard College. pdf   
   
Davis, J. Gardner, H., Soep, E., Gonzales-Pose, P., Maira, S., Portnoi, D., & Remba, N. (1993). The Co-Arts 
assessment handbook. Cambridge, MA: Presidents and Fellows of Harvard College. pdf    
  
Davis J.. Solomon, B., Eppel, M., & Dameshek, W., (1996). The wheel in motion: The Co-Arts plan from theory to 
application. Cambridge, MA: Presidents and Fellows of Harvard College. pdf   
   
Davis, J., with Soep, E. Maira, S., Remba, N., & Putnoi, D. (1993). Safe havens: Portraits of educational 
effectiveness in community art centers that focus on education in economically disadvantaged communities. 
Cambridge, MA: Presidents and Fellows of Harvard College. pdf   
 
Lawrence-Lightfoot, S., & Davis, J.H. (1997). The art and science of portraiture. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  
  
Weitz, J. (1996). Coming Up Taller: Arts and humanities programs for children and youth at risk. 
President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities. Darby, PA: Diane Publishing Co.   

180



Chapter 16  
Reviewing Education and the Arts Project  (REAP) 
1997-2000 

 
 
 
Lois Hetland and I co-directed Reviewing Education and the Arts Project (REAP) from 1997-2000. 
REAP was the first comprehensive and quantitative study of what the research on academic 
outcomes of arts education really shows.  
  

The Claim Tested 
The arts have typically played a relatively unimportant role in American schools. Arts educators 
have tried to strengthen the position of the arts in our schools by arguing that the arts can be used 
to buttress the 3Rs. The arts, they said, could help children learn to read and write and calculate 
and understand scientific concepts. The reasoning was clear: perhaps schools under pressure 
would value the arts because the arts strengthened skills in “valued” areas. This approach became a 
favored strategy in the United States for keeping the arts in the schools and for making sure that 
every child had access to arts education.  
  
There is a danger in such reasoning. If the arts are given a role in our schools because people 
believe the arts cause academic improvement, then the arts will quickly lose their position if 
academic improvement does not result, or if the arts are shown to be less effective than the 3Rs in 
promoting literacy and numeracy. Instrumental claims for the arts are a double-edged sword. It is 
implausible to suppose that the arts can be as effective a means of teaching an academic subject as 
is direct teaching of that subject. And thus, when we justify the arts by their secondary, utilitarian 
value, the arts may prove to have fewer payoffs than academics. Arts educators should never allow 
the arts to be justified wholly or even primarily in terms of what the arts can do for mathematics or 
reading. The arts must be justified in terms of what the arts alone can teach. 
 

Method Used 
After a search for quantitative research testing the claim that studying the arts leads to some form 
of academic improvement, 188 studies were identified and submitted to ten “meta-analyses.” A 
meta-analysis synthesizes studies investigating a particular research question and statistical 
analyses are then used to determine whether the overall impact is statistically robust.   
  

Findings 
We examined experimental studies separately from correlational ones. While students who study 
the arts perform better academically than those who do not, this is a correlational finding and no 
kind of causal relationship can be inferred. When we examined just the experimental studies, we 
found no statistically reliable causal links. Here are the areas where we found no causal link: arts-
rich education and verbal and math scores; art-rich education and performance on paper and pencil 
creativity tests; music instruction and reading; visual arts and reading; and dance and reading. We 
did find three causal links: music listening and spatial reasoning; instrumental music and spatial 
reasoning; and classroom drama and verbal skills. 
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These mixed findings should make it clear that, even in cases where arts programs add value to 
non-arts academic outcomes, it is dangerous to justify arts education by secondary, non-arts 
effects. Doing so puts the arts in a weakened and vulnerable position. Arts educators must build 
justifications based on what is inherently valuable about the arts themselves, even when the arts 
are shown to contribute secondary benefits. Just as we do not (and could not) justify the teaching 
of history for its power to transfer to mathematics, we must not allow policy makers to justify (or 
reject) the arts based on their alleged power to transfer to academic subject matters 
  
The REAP research was published in 2000 (Winner & Hetland, 2000). The executive summary of 
the report can be found here. For a discussion of the findings, see (Hetland & Winner,2001). 
  

Public Response 
The publication of this report led to anger on the part of some arts funders and researchers who 
felt that the report would be misinterpreted as saying that because the arts did not support 
academic performance, they were not important. 
  
In response to this, the REAP researchers argued that the arts offer a way of thinking unavailable in 
other disciplines. The same might be said of athletics. Suppose coaches began to claim that playing 
baseball increased students’ mathematical ability because of the complex score-keeping involved. 
Then suppose researchers set out to test this and found that the claim did not hold up. Would 
school boards react by cutting the budget for baseball? Of course not. Because whatever positive 
academic side effects baseball might or might not have, schools believe sports are inherently good 
for kids. The REAP report argued that we should make the same argument for the arts: The arts are 
good for our children, irrespective of any non-arts benefits that the arts may  have. Just as a well-
rounded education requires education of the body through physical education, a balanced 
education requires study of the arts. 
  

Impact 
Despite the REAP report, arts funders and schools continue to this day to claim that the arts should 
be taught because they make students into better learners. However, artists and arts educators 
commented that they were grateful for the report. They were tired of feeling having to justify what 
they were doing by outcomes that they felt were irrelevant to arts learning. 
                                            
Frustrated that the REAP report had not changed the conversation, we designed a new project. 
Instead of considering whether the arts bolster learning in other subject areas, we would 

investigate what the arts DO teach. Thus, one impact of REAP was that it motivated Studio 
Thinking, the project described in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 17 
Studio Thinking 
2003-2006  
 

 
 
From 2003-2006, I co-directed the Studio Thinking Project with Lois Hetland, Shirley Veenema, 
and Kimberly Sheridan. 
  
If you ask someone what students learn in visual arts classes, you are likely to hear that they learn 
how to paint, or draw, or use a potter’s wheel. Of course, students learn arts techniques in arts 
classes. But what else do they learn? Are there any kinds of general thinking dispositions (we call 
them “Studio Habits of Mind” or SHoM) that are instilled as students study arts techniques? 
  
Following our REAP project discussed in the previous chapter, the Studio Arts team sought to shift 
the conversation about the utility of arts education away from test scores and toward broad habits 
of mind potentially developed in    “serious” visual arts classrooms   The Studio Thinking team 
undertook a qualitative, ethnographic study of high school visual arts classes in two schools where 
students could concentrate in an art form. These are schools for students with interest and talent in 
an art form, where students spend at least three hours a day working in their chosen art form, and 
where teachers are practicing artists. These schools allowed the team to observe what was 
possible under better than typical conditions. 
 
The research resulted in Studio Thinking: The Real Benefits of Visual Arts Education (Hetland, Winner, 
Veenema, & Sheridan, 2007). This book has been followed by two later editions, Studio Thinking 2 
(Hetland, Winner, Veenema, & Sheridan, 2013) and Studio Thinking 3 (Sheridan, Hetland, Veenema, 
& Winner, 2022). These volumes have been adopted by many teachers in the United States and 
abroad as an organizing framework for their teaching.  
  
The original Studio Thinking book and its two later editions focused on arts-centered high schools. 
We soon discovered that this approach was being applied at younger ages, ranging from 
kindergarten through middle school. This led to a fourth volume, Studio Thinking from the Start 
(Hogan, Hetland, Jacquith, & Winner, 2018). For this volume, we observed and interviewed 
approximately 100 teachers across the US who had found the Studio Habits concepts applicable to 
their classrooms and created ways to adapt this approach for younger ages. Taken together, To 
date, over 46,000 copies of the four Studio Thinking Project books, taken together,  have been sold. 
  
The Studio Thinking framework is not a curriculum, and it is not a how-to set of steps. Rather, it is a 
lens, a way to recognize the core thinking practices involved in making art and to develop 
classroom practices that stimulate and strengthen these kinds of authentic artistic practices. The 
framework has two parts: The Studio Habits of Mind (ShoM) and the Studio Structures. 
  

The Studio Habits 
After coding what we filmed in the arts classes, we concluded that we had found the following 
potentially generalizable habits of mind being taught. These are described below and also shown in 
the wheel below. We deliberately used a circular chart to indicate that the list is not hierarchical. 
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Develop Craft  
Students learn conventional uses of tools (brushes, pencils, etc.) and materials (charcoal, paint, etc.) 
and to care for materials, tools, and the studio space. When we saw students being taught to 
develop craft, we also saw one or more of the other habits of mind being taught as well. Craft was 
never taught alone. 
  
Engage and Persist 
The teachers presented their students with projects meant to engage them, and they supported 
students in sticking to a task for sustained periods of time. Thus they were teaching their students 
to focus and develop inner-directedness. As one of our teachers said, she teaches them to learn 
“how to work through frustration.” 
  
Envision (Mental Imagery) 
Students were frequently asked to imagine (envision) what they could not observe directly with 
their eyes. Sometimes students were asked to generate a work of art from their heads rather than 
from observation. Sometimes they were asked to dream up possibilities for their works. And 
sometimes, when drawing from observation, they were asked to detect the underlying structure of 
a composition (e.g., one dominant figure, a diagonal composition, a symmetrical composition) and 
then visualize how that structure could be captured in their drawing. 
  
Express (Personal Voice). 
Students were taught to go beyond craft to convey a personal vision or meaning in their work. As 
one of our drawing teachers said, “Art is beyond technique...I think a drawing that is done honestly 
and directly always expresses feeling.” 
  
Observe (Notice) 
“Looking is the real stuff about drawing,” one of our teachers told us. The skill of careful 
observation is taught all the time in visual arts classes and is not restricted to classes where 
students draw from the model. Students are taught to look more closely and for longer periods of 
time than they ordinarily do and to see with new eyes. 
  
Reflect (Meta-Cognition/Critical Judgment) 
Students were asked to become reflective about their art making, and we saw this reflection take 
two forms. One we called Question and Explain. Teachers often asked students to step back and 
focus on what they had produced or how they had produced it. Their open-ended questions 
prompted students to reflect and explain, whether aloud to peers or teachers or even silently to 
themselves. Students were thus stimulated to develop meta-cognitive awareness about both 
product and process. The other we called Evaluate. Students received continual practice in judging 
quality in their own and others’ creations. Teachers frequently evaluated student art informally as 
they moved about the room as well as more formally in regular critique sessions. Students were 
also asked to make evaluations themselves – they were asked to talk about what works and what 
does not work in their own pieces and in ones by their peers. Thus students were trained to make 
critical judgments and to justify them. 
  
Stretch and Explore (Push Playfully and Use Errors as Opportunities) 
Students were asked to try new things – to explore and take risks. When errors resulted, as they 
will when pushing the limits, they were taught to see these as opportunities for new approaches 
and ideas. As one of our teachers said, “You ask kids to play, and then in one-on-one conversation 
you name what they’ve stumbled on.” 
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Understand Art Worlds 
While art history was not taught in a systematic fashion in the studio classes we studied, teachers 
often asked students to look at reproductions of works of art that related in some way to the 
project in which students were engaged. For instance, when students were engaged in drawing two 
figures standing far apart separated by an evocative lonely space, drawing teacher Jim Woodside 
asked them to study the same kinds of atmosphere evoked by Diebenkorn and Hopper paintings. 
Students were also taught about the people and institutions that shape the art world – galleries, 
museums, curators, gallery owners, and how artists sometimes interact with other artists by 
making works that are responses to one another artist’s work. Students were taught to think about 
their relationship to the art community. In short, students were continually asked to make 
connections between their own role as student artists and the thinking and community behaviors 
of professional artists, both past and present. Students were being taught to think like artists.   
  
As David Nelson, then the President of the Massachusetts College of Art and Design, wrote in his 
foreword to Studio Thinking from the Start (Hogan, et al., 2018, p. v): 
  

...this book encourages a process rooted in the prospect that learning – artistic and otherwise – 
begins with the human capacity to “see”: to observe, to behold, to imagine”...The habits of artists in 
their studios can help all of us who teach to hone our techniques in every classroom engaged in the 
art of learning… the authors illuminate what many good teachers already do, they help us reflect 
on common practices that are truly beneficial, they make explicit some practices that for many are 
tacit, and they share what for many may be new practices.  

  
The practices we observed are not a form of “school art” unconnected to what “real” artists do. As 
David Perkins wrote in the foreword to the first edition, (Hetland, et al, 2007, p.viii): 
  

[The] studio activities are fully developed junior versions of what we would like learners to get 
better at and do more of later. Good studio activities capture the full motivational, technical, and 
creative dynamic of creating works of art as a professional artist or a serious amateur might do 
later in life…one might imagine studio work as mostly a matter of developing technical skills. 
Nothing of the sort. While this is part of the game, the learners’ struggles with their challenges 
cultivate a number of studio habits of mind, for example: persistence, envisioning possibilities, 
expressing, observing, reflecting, and stretching beyond the immediate and familiar…. 
  

How the Habits Flow into One Another 
Here is how one of the Studio Thinking authors, Shirley Veenema, a long-time arts educator at 
Phillips Academy, presented Studio Thinking to her colleagues at Phillips Academy (Shirley 
Veenema, personal communication, January 27, 2025):  
  

...developing craft is certainly important. You do need to know something of craft…. But that’s only 
part of artistic thinking. 
  
For example, imagine you’re a student learning how to draw. You will likely want to know 
techniques for rendering light and shade and conventions for creating the illusion of form. 
  
But you will also need to learn to closely OBSERVE and go beyond cursory looking. You will need 
to know how to ENVISION the underlying structure of your composition, and how your choices 
impact what you EXPRESS in an image.   
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Two other habits ENGAGE & PERSIST and STRETCH & EXPLORE address dispositions to learn. As 
you learn to draw you will also have to learn to persevere in your work and be willing to try things 
beyond what you already know how to do well. You have to learn to take risks. I always find myself 
urging students to recognize the potential of “mistakes” or “accidents.” And what about those 
scraps of paper left on the table? Might they be an interesting addition or path to pursue in one’s 
work? 
  
It will also be important to learn to step back and REFLECT about your work and perhaps make 
judgments about your work in relation to the work of others. 
  
And of course all this learning takes place within the larger field of art and it’s important to 
UNDERSTAND those ART WORLDS. 

  

The Studio Structures 
The Demonstration-Lecture 
The Demonstration-Lecture is a brief, visually rich way of showing students what they will be doing 
– and this information is immediately applied.     
  
Students-at-Work 
During the major portion of a class, students work independently on projects introduced in a 
Demonstration-Lecture. The teacher circles the room and asks questions to students individually, 
questions designed to provoke reflections on what they are doing, and how and why they are doing 
it. This allows for individualized instruction, tailored to each student’s needs. 
  
Critique 
Critiques are often held at the end of class to allow students and teachers to step back and reflect 
on the work that has been done and to envision new possibilities. 
  
These three structures can occur in several different orders: Demo-Lecture, Students-at-Work, 
Critique is one common order. Sometimes this structure is spread over more than one class. 
Sometimes this structure gets repeated within one class session. And sometimes the order varies – 
teachers may begin with a critique, move into an unstructured Students-at-Work session, followed 
by a Demonstration Lecture and a second Students-at-Work session, followed by critique or just by 
clean-up. The order is infinitely variable. 
   
Exhibition 
In the third edition, a fourth structure was added – the exhibition, an overarching structure that 
typically includes the other structures and usually extends beyond the class time and/or space. As 
students create an exhibition, they engage in Critique as they select which works to show; there 
may be Demo-Lectures on hanging, lighting, website design, etc. (sometimes from outside experts). 
And the Students-at-Work structure is involved as students plan, hang, host, and clean up their 
exhibition. 
  

Impact 
As mentioned, the Studio Thinking framework is not a curriculum but instead an analysis of the way 
artists think – put forth as a desired end-state or outcome for learning in the visual arts. It is a 
framework built from the study of the pedagogical practices of studio art teachers. The Studio 
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Thinking lens challenges educators and students to move away from a focus on following 
instructions and final products to a focus on the processes of student thinking that are not so easy to 
see. Our books show how teachers have put into practice ways of teaching that call on each of the 
Studio Habits of Mind. 
  
Teachers all over the US have adopted this framework for students not only at the high school level 
but also at grades pre-K-8 as well as in museum settings. As profiled in Studio Thinking from the Start 
(Hogan, et al., 2018), teachers have told us that this framework is a powerful advocacy tool: It helps 
parents, administrators, and community members understand the real benefits of arts education – 
which is not improved test scores but rather the development of broad habits of mind and learning 
to think like an artist. 
  
Many teachers have told us that our framework has changed how they teach, causing them to 
develop projects that would require the use of one or more of the Studio Habits of Mind. Some 
teachers have also said that the Studio Thinking framework named what they were already doing. 
The best visual art teachers did not need this framework to teach students the thinking 
dispositions that artists use, because they were already teaching in this way. Yet even some of 
these have expressed appreciation to us for naming the habits, making what they were doing 
explicit. Many told us that the framework gives visual art education “legitimacy” in schools by 
showing administrators, parents, and teachers of other subject areas the kinds of thinking involved 
in making art. 
  
Impact on a Studio Thinking Author’s Teaching 
Here is how, in another presentation to the Phillips faculty, Shirley Veenema describes the 
influence that Studio Thinking (as well as Teaching for Understanding and Multiple Intelligences) 
have had on her teaching at (personal communication from Shirley Veenema to Ellen Winner 
January 30, 2025): 
  

My teaching has always been influenced by my work at Project Zero and currently the Studio 
Thinking work has proved to be the most influential. 
  
In planning, I used three frameworks as "advisors" for three areas of focus: Teaching for 
Understanding for learning goals, Multiple Intelligences for considering the learners in my class, 
and Studio Thinking to focus on thinking. Obviously all three areas wove through my day-to-day 
teaching, but considering three distinct strands helped me easily take snapshots over time of how 
my interactions with students were going, what needed to be emphasized more, etc. 
  
I find that teachers tend to either love or hate frameworks. My own feeling is that rigid use makes 
a framework a drag on creatively thinking about my classes but frameworks are really useful to 
help me firm up my courses. When I design my term projects and their sequence, I tend to follow 
my intuition and then use frameworks to clarify my thinking. In fact, I imagine going into a meeting 
with “advisors” to help me clarify my goals and be sure my syllabus addresses those goals. Each 
framework is an “advisor.” For the past two years, the Studio Thinking framework has been central 
in this process. 
  
For example, last year using the Studio Thinking framework helped me realize that I was not doing 
enough with envisioning in my classes. I was assuming students could jump right into a project, so 
this year I’ve added specific envisioning tasks to all my projects. The year before, I realized I 
needed to emphasize reflection more. 
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Planning my classes for this year again brought home why I find frameworks useful. I spent most of 
the summer in the studio working on my own art work, and when it came time to prepare my 
classes I was stuck with how I, as an artist, fluidly call into play the eight habits of mind as needed 
in my work. Actually, one interesting aside is that when we showed several artists the Studio 
Thinking framework while it was in development, they noted how closely the framework matched 
the kind of thinking they did. 
  
Now think about how different it is for a student who is not an expert – someone who is taking a 
beginning art course, someone who has no background, or is anxious because they think they have 
no ability. These students likely won’t be as expert as I am, but if I have a clearer definition of 
expert thinking I probably can more explicitly teach to that thinking. And that’s what the real 
benefit of the Studio Thinking framework has been for me. 

  
Shirley went on to talk about how the Studio Thinking framework might apply across subject areas: 
  

For example in music, Observe might become “Listen and Observe.” 
  
In social sciences, observation and envisioning might be altered to fit the process of researching a 
topic and coming up with a hypothesis. 
  
It’s also interesting to ask some “what if” questions: 
  
For example: 
What if other disciplines used a studio classroom model? 
  
Might there be relationships among habits in particular disciplines, for example between 
envisioning in the visual arts and in geometry? 
  
And finally, what about interdisciplinary teaching and learning? I personally find this question 
intriguing. Does having the clear language to describe thinking in the visual arts make for a more 
successful interdisciplinary course? I personally think so, because with language to describe my 
thinking goals, I can be clearer with my teaching colleague about those goals and we can discuss 
where there might be shared goals. 
  
So lots of questions about teaching and learning, lots to think about – actually it’s not unlike being 
an artist. 

  
Below I describe what we know about the Studio Thinking framework’s impact on arts education 
policy, arts educators, preservice arts education curricula, museum educators, and on educators in 
music, theater, and dance, as well as in non-arts subject areas. 
  
Impact on Teaching for Artistic Behavior (TAB) Art Educators 
Arts educators using the Teaching for Artistic Behavior (TAB) approach to art education have often 
told us that they have integrated the Studio Thinking framework into their teaching. TAB is a 
growing movement in the US advocating for choice-based teaching in the visual arts, and was 
incorporated as a nonprofit organization honoring children as artists in 2007. The TAB FaceBook 
forum has 10,697 members as of June 27, 2023; forum users are not necessarily TAB users, but 
they are at least curious about TAB. Students in a TAB classroom typically generate their own 
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projects (as do artists) rather than follow assigned projects, though levels of choice vary from 
educator to educator. All TAB educators however abide by the question and principles, as stated on 
their website:   
  

What do artists do? 
Artists practice. Similar to musicians and athletes, artists practice constantly, observing and 
evaluating outcomes to determine their next steps. 
Artists make art about things that matter to them. Expressing messages and emotions, 
documenting identities, and spearheading social change are some of the reasons artists make art. 
Artists work with ambiguity. Knowing (and sometimes not knowing) where to go with their work, 
artists understand that this is part of the artistic process. 
Artists reflect. Artists learn to look closely at their work, ask questions of themselves and others, 
and evaluate progress to determine when the work has met its purpose. 
Artists build community. Art studios and galleries are gatherings of creative people who share 
their ideas, work and perspectives with each other and the greater community. 
  
The child is the artist. 
In PreK-16 TAB classes, students experience the visual arts as artists responsible for their learning. 
Following introductions to available media, student artists advance their individual artistic 
processes through exploration and discovery, inquiry and ideation, skill development and 
artmaking, reflection and revision, self-evaluation and presentation. Students learn to persevere 
through challenges and to trust their own judgment while receiving input from, and offering 
feedback to, peers and teachers. When students self-direct their work, they engage deeply with 
their learning because the work’s purposes align with their values and interests. 
  
The classroom is the child’s studio. 
TAB classrooms are highly structured studio environments with clearly delineated expectations 
for self-directed learning in choices of varied work spaces. Available tools and art materials are 
introduced to students who can then access and arrange these materials independently to initiate 
and explore their artwork. 

  
TAB is by now an international community of educators who meet regionally to reflect together on 
best practices. TAB teachers often explicitly introduce their students to the Studio Habits of Mind: 
if children are to be treated as artists, they need to develop the thinking habits of artists. In their 
book on TAB, Katherine Douglas and Diane Jaquith (2018) write,  
 

“The Studio Habits of Mind are well matched with TAB art programs because they offer precise 
language to describe students’ thinking and actions in every aspect of art class. These eight 
thinking dispositions describe the types of decisions made by the artist to move an idea forward 
through experimentation and discovery, expression, revision, and connections in the world” (p. 
70).  

  
Many TAB teachers evaluate students’ progress using the Studio Habits of Mind to identify 
strengths and areas in which the student needs to grow. According to Diane Jaquith, when 
assessment comes up in TAB FaceBook forum discussions, many responses refer to the Studio 
Habits of Mind. In Diane’s words, “The habits really are the best measure of a student’s artistic 
growth” (personal communication, April 4, 2023). TAB does not have information on the precise 
number of TAB teachers using the Studio Thinking framework. However, Diane estimates that the 
number is in the thousands.  
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observe, for example, is not just an objective or standard at a certain grade level, but a disposition 
or way of being, which spirals through every grade level and throughout life. In this way, the SHoM 
helped future teachers see that what they were doing was preparing students for a lifetime of 
learning. 
  
George Mason University. Faculty at George Mason University use the framework as a way to focus 
on thinking throughout the art education curriculum. Faculty report that this has helped shift 
teachers’ thinking away from specific projects, media, and techniques towards focusing on learning 
outcomes from these projects. 
  
Other Art Education Departments in the US. The framework has also been used in art teacher 
education at the Massachusetts College of Art and Design, Pennsylvania State University, and 
Northern Illinois University. The Center of Creative Arts (COCA), an arts center in St. Louis, 
Missouri,  uses the framework for faculty development in visual arts, theater, dance, and voice. 
  
Impact on Schools in the US 
Alameda County Public Schools, California. The spread of the Studio Thinking framework through 
the Alameda County schools is documented in Chapter 55, because this school system uses more 
than one PZ framework. But here is what As Louise Music, then Executive Director of Integrated 
Learning at the Alameda County Office of Education, wrote in the foreword to the second edition 
of Studio Thinking (Hetland et al., 2013).   
  

...the Alameda County Office of Education (ACOE) developed a partnership…with researchers 
from Project Zero, faculty from the Center for Art and Public Life at the California College of the 
Arts, and teachers and administrators in the public schools of Oakland, Berkeley, and Emery. Our 
goal was to pilot the newly minted and not-yet-published Studio Thinking framework. Teachers 
found that using the Studio Habits of Mind deepened student and teacher engagement and 
continuously informed decisions about art-making and program improvement. The Studio Habits 
became a foundation for discovering interactions across subjects that then served as starting 
points for the purposeful and reflective practice of arts integration. Over time, we formalized what 
had been learned from Studio-Thinking-in-practice into a certificate program of courses that 
builds the capacity of K-12 teachers and teaching artists …for arts integration…[Alameda County 
has used] Studio Thinking in arts integration – to bring artful thought and attitudes to bear on 
real-world problems and projects, both in arts classrooms and across the curriculum (p.v) 

  
In September, 2012, the Alameda County schools created a virtual network of teachers, teaching 
artists, and school leaders in many states. The participating schools met monthly, hosted by the 
Chicago Teachers’ Center at Northeastern Illinois University. Louise wrote in her forward:  
 

In these meetings, they reflected on how the Studio Habits of Mind relate to “good professional 
practice, to planning and assessment in the arts, and to making visible the essential role of the arts 
in a complete education for every student” (p. vi). 

  
San Francisco Friends School, California. Since 2002, Caren Andrews has led the elementary visual 
arts program at San Francisco Friends School, a K-8 Quaker school, along with Jen Stuart, 
mentioned previously, who taught the upper grades. Caren learned about Studio Thinking in 2007 
when she attended the PZC. Her teaching has been deeply informed by the Studio Thinking 
Framework, and she was one of the teachers featured in Studio Thinking from the Start, with a co-
authored chapter on classroom organization. 
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Caren resists overemphasizing vocabulary like the Studio Habits of Mind without anchoring them 
in experience. Rather than isolate habits such as “engage and persist” or “reflect,” she allows them 
to emerge organically across projects and over time. “They pick the language up,” she notes, 
recalling how students begin to articulate their artistic process using Studio Habits during critiques 
and exhibitions. For example, students might describe their challenges working with clay and 
proudly explain how they persisted – a reflection of how the habits have become internalized. 
“Thinking and making are equivalent in this room,” she says, describing how her students track 
their learning journey visually across the academic year. 

Utah Public Schools. The Brigham Young University (BYU) Public School Partnership, a partnership 
between the School of Education at BYU and public schools across Utah, was founded in 1987 and 
is one of the longest standing university-public school partnerships in the United States. In 2005, a 
visionary philanthropist in Utah, Beverley Taylor Sorenson, made it possible for arts education in 
Utah to be funded in perpetuity. Because of her, the BYU Arts Partnership was formed (as part of 
the BYU Public School Partnership), with the motto “Every child, every art.” The goal was to 
connect Utah’s public school teachers with BYU’s teacher education programs so that, via 
professional development, classroom elementary teachers could learn to integrate the arts (visual 
art, media arts, literary arts, music, dance, drama) with language arts, social studies, science, and 
math. 
  
Arts and education faculty at BYU joined with arts educators, classroom teachers, and school 
administrators to create arts integration in Utah elementary schools. Over 1,100 K-6 teachers and 
principals participate in the partnership’s professional development programs in cross-curricular 
arts education workshops every year. Thus, tens of thousands of students are reached each year. In 
the first decade of the BYU Arts Partnership (2006-2015), over 150,000 students participated in 
programs in arts integration. 

I spoke to Cally Flox, Director of Arts Education for the BYU Public School Partnership and 
Founding Director of the BYU ARTS Partnership, and Alyssa Dixon, program coordinator for the 
BYU ARTS Partnership. Cally told me that she first learned about PZ through Howard’s writings, 
and then from the first Studio Thinking book (Hetland, et al., 2007). As she read this book, she 
realized that the best elementary school classrooms she had seen were run consistent with the 
Studio Structures and the Studio Habits Mind  – with the majority of time spent on the Students at 
Work Studio Structure. And so she invited Lois to be a keynote speaker at her Learning Edge 
conference in order to help general classroom teachers understand how to organize their 
classrooms much like art classrooms. Hearing from Lois helped teachers understand how to 
implement arts-integrated pedagogy using the Studio Structures and Studio Habits of Mind. 

Teachers (both classroom and arts) are also introduced to the Studio Structures and Habits of Mind 
in professional development classes at the Arts Leadership Academy. Teachers can choose to 
integrate their classes with one of six art forms: visual art, music, literary arts, dance, drama, and 
media arts. While they are exposed to all six art forms, they are encouraged to focus on one, based 
on their strengths and interests. Most often, teachers integrated English Language-Arts with an art 
form, though some worked with math, science, and social studies. These professional learning 
experiences encourage teachers to find their artist voice and teach like an artist. 

Cally explained that introducing teachers to the Studio Structures came first, in order to help them 
change their practice. Once they understood the Studio Structures, they could see a natural 
connection to the Habits of Mind. They came to see the Habits as the natural byproducts of running 
one’s classroom like a studio art class, with Students at Work taking up the largest portion of 
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ArtCore is an organization based in Oregon that creates modules that schools can use for arts 
integration. These modules have the Studio Habits at their “core.” This organization also runs 
professional development for teachers on integrating the arts with academic subjects, again using 
the Studio Habits. 
 
Impact on Schools in Singapore 
I learned about the impact of Studio Thinking in talking to four art teachers from Singapore. 
  
Kok Boon Lim (he goes by Boon) is a Master Teacher of Art at the Singapore Teachers’ Academy for 
the Arts (STAR), part of the Singapore Ministry of Education. STAR was set up in 2011 to support 
and connect Singapore art teachers and to provide them with professional development. Thanks to 
Boon, STAR has been influenced by the Studio Thinking framework. This framework is seen as 
aligned with an inquiry-based approach to art education, which is valued. The Studio Thinking 
framework is also valued because it provides a common language that teachers can use to talk 
about student learning. 
  
Like most countries, Singapore does not mandate how art is taught. The Ministry of Education 
cannot make the Studio Habits approach something required of all art teachers. Teachers need to 
buy into this approach. And this is what Boon has been working on. 
  
First a little background about Singapore schools. There are a total of 344 schools in Singapore, 
divided into three levels: elementary, secondary, and junior college. Elementary school students 
get one hour of art per week. Lower secondary school students (ages 13-14) get 60-70 minutes a 
week; upper secondary students (ages 15-17) are not required to take art but can take it as an 
elective, and this would be for 2.5-3 hours a week. At the junior college level, art is an elective; 
students opt to take art as one of their subjects and have art classes on average 2.5-3 hours a week. 
  
There is also a Talent Development program, called the Art Elective Program (AEP), for both the 
secondary and junior college level where students apply to study art. There is also a School of the 
Arts (SOTA) Singapore for ages 13 through high school which offers the IB program. 
  
Boon was first introduced to Studio Thinking when he came across the first edition (Hetland, et al., 
2007) at the library and was intrigued. Then in 2013 he attended a NAEA (National Art Educators 
Association) Convention in Fort Worth, Texas, attended Lois Hetland’s presentation, and bought 
the second edition of the book (Hetland, et al., 2013) to find out what might be applicable in the 
Singapore context. 
  
Art teachers in Singapore had been influenced by Disciplined-Based Arts Education (DBAE), an 
approach very different from Studio Thinking. Boon and his colleagues at STAR were looking for 
new approaches. After reading Studio Thinking 2 and realizing the importance of teaching for 
artistic thinking, he invited Lois Hetland to Singapore in February 2014 to talk about the Studio 
Thinking framework. She met with at least 130 Singapore art teachers. She visited an elementary 
and secondary school, met with Boon’s colleagues, conducted a workshop for teachers, and gave 
two open lectures. 
  
Many Singapore teachers had already been using “habits of mind” as developed by Art Costa, co-
founder of The Institute for Habits of Mind in California founded in 2008 (Costa & Kallick, 2008). 
Therefore, it was difficult to get teachers to start thinking about habits of mind in the arts. In trying 
to convince art teachers that the Studio Thinking approach could improve the quality of art 
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teaching, Boon realized that teachers would really need to read the book to understand this 
approach. There was not much on the internet in 2014 about this approach that they could learn 
from. It would not have been easy for them to read the book: local book stores did not yet carry it, 
and it was not in either the National Library or on Singapore’s version of Amazon (Amazon SG). 
Teachers would have had to order the book from Amazon US or the equivalent. Eventually the 
Ministry of Education bought two copies of the 2007 edition for their library. It was also not 
possible to fund teachers to attend the PZC summer institute. 
  
In 2018, all of the syllabi in Singapore were revised, and there was not going to be much description 
about Studio Thinking in the syllabi because of concerns about getting copyright permission. So 
instead, in 2021, Boon worked with licensed content from Teachers College Press to create a 
printed poster (see below) that would help teachers understand Studio Habits of Mind (from Studio 
Thinking). The poster was in the teachers’ learning portal for two years. 
  
Boon and his colleagues approached art teachers at five schools who had some knowledge of 
Studio Thinking. He invited them to use the poster and try out the Studio Thinking approach for a 
defined period of time, such as for an eight-week art project. These teachers started using the 
Studio Thinking approach and saw it as a way to advocate for the importance of art education. They 
told Boon they were using Studio Thinking in two ways: for lesson planning using the structures of 
teacher presentation (Demonstration-Lecture), Students at Work, Critique; and for using the 
language of Studio Thinking in their formative assessment conferences with students. Some 
teachers used it more extensively than others. Some of the teachers appreciated this approach, 
because they believed the Studio Habits can be used in other aspects of life and thus will help 
students later on. However, the teachers told Boon that the poster was not enough for them to 
learn this approach, and so Boon and his colleagues created slides and reflection worksheets – 
whatever the teachers said they needed. 
  
Currently Boon estimates that 10-12 schools in Singapore are using Studio Thinking in their art 
classes. Singapore just released its refreshed 21st century competencies framework, and Boon is 
trying to connect the Studio Habits to these competencies so that more teachers will want to use 
Studio Habits as one of the ways to improve the quality of art teaching and learning. 
  
Boon is now thinking about possible ways to get more buy-in for teachers to be reflective and 
improve their classroom teaching practices. One very promising idea is to create a learning 
community network where teachers come together five times a year and study a particular topic. 
Studio Thinking could be one of these. 
  
Boon’s experience really shows how important it is for teachers to work together in a learning 
group to study a new approach, practice it, and talk about their successes and failures with their 
learning group. What I have learned through my many interviews for this report is that teachers 
working together in this way is vital for really understanding an approach, and then being able to 
teach other teachers this approach. 
  
Boon Eng Lim is the Head of the Faculty of Visual Arts at the School of the Arts in Singapore 
(SOTA), an IB school. She heard about the Studio Thinking framework a number of years ago, while 
researching arts pedagogies at the Arts Education Branch of the Ministry of Education in 
Singapore. Her work with Studio Thinking shows how taking one key idea from a multi-faceted 
project can be sufficient for changing how one teaches. Rather than giving the language to 
students, she used it to focus her own thinking and planning. 
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At SOTA, Studio Thinking is part of the culture of the arts faculty – visual art, music, dance, literary 
arts, and film. Tien Yang, Dean of Arts at the school, has featured Studio Thinking in staff 
development. There is a felt need for the arts faculty to have a common language and common 
approach to teaching, and the arts faculty meet for two hours a week to discuss what particular 
habits of mind look like in each art form. 
  
One of the things the visual art teachers have developed is a “stretch” task (a task that is open-
ended). At the end of the year, after students have learned about the use of various media, e.g., 
watercolor, oil, etc., they are given a choice of themes, such as Urban and Nature, In My 
Neighborhood, Travel, and People. They are then asked to create a composition on that theme 
using a medium or combination of mediums of their choice. 
  
Reflection is a habit of mind that is emphasized by asking students to keep a research journal. Here 
they document their processes, their intentions, and the next steps they plan to take in connection 
to each project they work on. They can download works by artists, but then they need to discuss 
how this artwork relates to their own intentions. 
  
Perhaps it is Stretch and Explore that is most stimulated by something else the students must do: 
keep a visual journal. For one hour every week, students sketch in their visual journal in response to 
a prompt given by the teacher (e.g., “positive and negative space,” for example). The journal is 
ungraded so that students are able to take risks. At first, however, students resisted this, saying 
they did not want to spend time working on something for which they would not be graded. 
However, Boon Eng told us that some students who do not do well in more structured graded 
assignments do very well in visual journaling, probably because these journals are low stakes and 
thus safe for experimentation. 
  
What Boon Eng Lim has done is transform her teaching by getting students to reflect using one of 
the Studio Habits of Mind, and to stretch and explore by using another of the Studio Habits of 
Mind. She did this without naming the habits for the students but by instituting two new 
components: a research journal and a visual journal. 
  
Cheak Yen Hui is an art teacher at Regent Secondary School, a middle school in Singapore, where 
she teaches students from ages 13-16. She was introduced to me by Boon as one of the art teachers 
in Singapore using the Studio Thinking Framework. Yen Hui told me that her school had asked 
teachers to implement the 16 habits of mind proposed by Art Costa and Bena Kallick (Costa & 
Kallick, 2008). These habits of mind include ones similar to the Studio Habits of Mind (for example, 
“questioning and posing problems” (like our Reflect), “persisting” (like our Engage and Persist), and 
“taking responsible risks” (like our Stretch and Explore). Her introduction to Studio Thinking came 
from a conversation with Boon, where he showed her the poster he had created depicting the 
habits and asked her for her input. Already having thought about the concept of habits of mind, she 
was excited to think about habits of mind in the arts. She did not have any Studio Thinking books, 
but she was able to read part of Studio Thinking from the Start in Google Books. She was particularly 
struck by how art teacher Demetrius Fuller created what he called “HOMie characters:” He 
associated each habit of mind with a particular kind of character (e.g., for Stretch & Explore – an 
Inventor-Innovator; for Observe – an Eagle-Eyed Detective) (as shown in Hogan, et al., 2018, pp. 
19-21). 
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Reading this portion of our book stimulated Yen Hui to reshape how she was teaching art. “This was 
fantastic,” she said. She told us that she had been very focused on the final outcome in an art 
project, and on teaching technique. No drafts were collected, and no thinking was recorded.  
  
She spoke directly to students as they were working, asking them about their intentions, and 
probing them about their work by positing envisioning questions like “what if you moved this 
here?” She feels that asking her students to stop and think as they work helps them go beyond what 
they had initially set out to do. She found that some of her students even began to stop themselves 
(without being asked) and think about what they were trying to do, recording their thinking on their 
drafts. 
  
It is important to note that Yen Hui implemented these changes entirely on her own. She attended 
no professional development workshops on Studio Thinking. She never saw this approach modelled 
by another teacher. Yet she took away and implemented two central ideas: getting students to 
reflect about their intentions and decisions as they work, and getting students to experiment and 
take risks in an ungraded visual journal. 
  
Wang Mo teaches art to 13-16-year-olds at Nanyang Girls High School in Singapore, including 
those in the Art Elective Programme (AEP), a Singapore Ministry of Education flagship programme 
for art education. When she first started teaching in 2014, Studio Thinking had become well 
known, and the Singapore Teacher Academy was recommending that teachers use it in their 
practice. 
  
Prior to Studio Thinking, she told me, art teachers were focusing on teaching skill. When teachers 
did use the Studio Thinking framework, they began to focus on dispositions as well. Mo told me that 
she and the other three art teachers at her school use the framework but cautioned to add that this 
approach is not used in all schools. All of the teachers in a school are expected to use the same 
approach – for fairness to the students. 
  
In designing their art curriculum, teachers at Nanyang used not only Studio Thinking but also 
Design Thinking and Teaching for Artistic Behavior (discussed earlier in this chapter).  
  
At Wang Mo’s school, Studio Thinking has strongly influenced the kind of formative assessment 
students receive. Wang Mo is in charge of assessment, and she drafted the assessment rubric and 
then asked for feedback from the other teachers. This rubric, called Radar Chart Assessment, is 
used to assess students’ art sketchbooks. It has been in use for three years but is still in the pilot 
stage as the teachers receive student feedback. The names of the dispositions are not the same as 
the original StudioThinking names (except for expressivity and reflectiveness). However, clear 
parallels can be seen between their Curiosity and their Creativity measure and our Stretch & 
Explore, and between their Diligence and the “Persist” part of Engage & Persist. This rubric is used 
to assess students’ art sketchbooks, which they work on both in and outside of school. Students 
receive a report and a diagram indicating their disposition strengths, as shown in Figure Y. A 
student’s final numerical grade is based on numerical grades received on each module, on the 
student’s artist statement, and on the student’s sketchbook.   
  
Impact on Ron Gresham, Educator in Hong Kong and India 
Ron Gresham has taught art at Hong Kong Academy since 2019. The school serves children from 
ages 3 through 18, and Ron teaches children from pre-K through grade 5. Prior to this, Ron taught 
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art at the same grade levels at two other IB schools, Stonehill International School in Bangalore, 
India, and at Zhuhai International School in China. 
  
Ron’s is a Teaching for Artistic Behavior (TAB) classroom infused with the Studio Habits. But it was 
not always so. Ron began teaching art without any particular kind of teaching philosophy, often 
getting ideas for art projects online. In 2016, he posted a question on a Facebook page for art 
teachers about suggestions for how to teach one of his students who did not seem to be thriving in 
his art class. Someone suggested that he look into TAB, and soon after that, Ron enrolled in the TAB 
summer program. There he was introduced to the Studio Habits framework, which was a large part 
of the conversation at the summer program, and he read the Studio Thinking 2 book. 
  
Without any direct contact or professional development from the Studio Habits team at PZ, Ron’s 
teaching shifted in a big way from a fairly teacher-directed approach to a TAB approach. His focus 
moved away from product to the thinking process behind the art making. And his teaching became 
more intentional. He did not focus much on the Studio Habits in the first year of his TAB teaching, 
but during that first year he said he realized that the Studio Habits were what he needed. Ron used 
the term “life-changing” when he talked about learning about the SHoM. 
  
Ron uses the Studio Habits in a number of different ways. He uses the habits to plan his teaching, 
designing entire units around a specific habit so that students will develop a deep understanding of 
that habit. Units vary in length but sometimes stretch over most of that academic year. For 
example, kindergarten students have a unit called “Artists observe and express what they 
understand about the world.” This unit integrates with the students’ homeroom unit of inquiry 
about animal and plant habitats. Grade 1 students have a longer stand-alone unit entitled “Artists 
stretch and explore by trying things out.” Grade 2 students consider idea generation in their unit 
called “Artists get ideas in a variety of ways.” During this unit, students explore various approaches 
to art making and are introduced more formally to the Studio Habits. Grade 3students explore the 
central idea that “Artists develop craft through practice and a growth mindset.” In grade 4, they 
delve deeper into developing craft with the unit called “Artists develop craft through techniques.” 
In this unit, students are introduced to techniques such as one- and two-point perspective and 
shading techniques which allow them to create more realistic and three-dimensional drawings. In 
grade 5, students explore a unit called “Artists create artworks to provoke a response” which 
focuses on the habits of Express and Understand Art Worlds. Throughout all these units, students 
experiment with various kinds of skill-building as they explore the art studio with large blocks of 
full-choice time. 

In his planning, Ron thinks about what each habit would look like at each of the grades he teaches. 
He developed a chart of progressions for each habit, taking into account developmental levels and 
his own curriculum. For example, in pre-kindergarten, the habit Observe might look like, “I can 
notice details about my artwork.” By grade 3, that habit might be described as “I can pay attention 
to how I’m showing details in my artwork.” In grade 5, Observe might be “I can pay attention to how 
I’m showing details in my artwork and how others might interpret those details.” 

After reading about art educator Demetrius Fuller in Studio Thinking from the Start (Hogan et al., 
2018, pp. 19-21), Ron designed characters to represent each habit and created this engaging video 
to introduce students to the habits starting at grade 2. 
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Ron uses the habits when students reflect on their work. For example, grade 4 and 5 students often 
select from a bank of sentence prompts to help them write reflections. A prompt about the Studio 
Habits might be “One Studio Habit of Mind that I’ve been using lately is….” 

Ron creates an artist-identity profile  that includes a section about the habits, an idea he got from 
the school librarian who created reader-identity profiles for each student. The artist identity 
profiles are intended to help students understand themselves better as artists. 

He also shares his practices with other art teachers. In November of 2023, he went to an artist 
teacher workshop in Ho Chi Min city where teachers teach teachers about their practices. There he 
suggested going deeper with the habits, thinking about what kinds of things teachers could do to 
support each habit. In that session, teachers worked on this Padlet, adding projects that might 
strengthen each habit. 
  
When asked about the benefits for students of using the habits, Ron said that they provide a shared 
vocabulary and thus a shared understanding. He also feels that being able to name the habits 
makes students’ learning more tangible to them and also allows students to realize that engaging in 
art helps their thinking. While every art teacher implicitly uses the habits (or at least some of them), 
Ron underscored  the value of naming the habits explicitly: “It is powerful to name them,” he said. 
  
Ever since Ron has become a TAB teacher using the Studio Habits, he has had strong support from 
his school heads, both in India and in Hong Kong. He was actually hired in his current position 
because of his teaching philosophy. His philosophy aligns with the mission of the school, which 
focuses on supporting students to develop individual pathways to excellence. 
  
Ron sends written communications to parents about what is going on in his class in monthly 
updates, often writing about one of the habits. His basic message to parents is that part of being 
human is expressing oneself through visual imagery; by learning to do this, children are learning 
important ways of thinking. Parents sometimes tell him that they never realized before how 
important art class is – because it helps thinking. 
 
Other schools using the Studio Thinking framework can be found in Part IV of this report, where I 
describe framework clusters that combine Studio Thinking with Teaching for Understanding  
  
Today there are no major active projects in the arts at PZ. This is because of the way PZ works: PIs 
raise funding for projects that interest them and that fit their expertise. When PIs whose focus was 
on the arts retire (as Lois, Jessica Davis, and I did), there will be fewer arts projects. It is my strong 
hope that the arts and arts education will once again become one of the major foci of PZ, especially 
in light of the changes that will certainly emerge with the rise of generative artificial intelligence 
and its capacity to create works of art. Artists will be (and already are) using AI to make art. How 
they are doing so, how the answer differs across art forms, and how people respond to art that is 
co-created by human and machine, are rich questions waiting to be answered! 
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ETHICS (begins 1994) 
 
The next section focuses on ethical thinking, PZ’s third foundational framework. Chapter 18 
describes the initial Good Work Project, followed by chapters describing projects growing out of 
this initial project, culminating in the 2023 founding of the Center for Digital Thriving. The final 
chapter describes a project loosely related to the Good Project, investigating what people world-
wide consider to be a “good” (worth-while) experience.  
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Chapter 18 
The Good Work Project (Became The Good Project) 
1994-to date 
 
 
 
PZ took a new direction in 1994 when researchers began a focus on the theme of ethics – a focus 
that continues today. Work in the area of ethics began in 1994, when Howard Gardner spent a year 
at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford along with Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi (then at University of Chicago) and William (Bill) Damon (then at Brown 
University). Together they founded the Good Work Project. Because the project began to spread to 
realms beyond work, in 2006 the name changed to The Good Project, and this was directed by 
Howard alone. Bill continued his work at Stanford investigating purpose; Mihaly moved to 
Claremont Graduate University and there, with Jeanne Nakamura, established the Quality of Life 
Research Center.)  
 

The Initial Project 
The original goal of the initial project was to understand when and how work that is both highly 
creative and ethical, i.e. “good work,” occurs and to develop resources to increase its occurrence. 
As described here, the goal expanded with the development of educational resources to equip 
individuals with the tools to make thoughtful, ethical decisions about the dilemmas that arise in 
their lives. 
 
In the initial project, Howard, Mihalyi, and Bill interviewed well over 100 high level professionals in 
the fields of journalism and genetics, probing the ethical dilemmas these professionals face and the 
strategies they use to keep their moral compass, particularly in the face of increasing market 
forces. Interviewees had been nominated by informants as both accomplished and ethical. Out of 
these interviews grew their ultimate definition of good work as consisting of 3Es: work that is 
Excellent, Engaging, and Ethical. They described good work as a triple helix – the entwining of the 
3Es.  
 
In 2001, the threesome published their initial research in Good Work: When Excellence and Ethics 
Meet (Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, & Damon, 2001). This was chosen as a Book of Distinction by the 
Templeton Foundation, selected as one of ten most important books in Hong Kong in 2003, and 
translated into Korean, Spanish, German, Portuguese, Swedish, Chinese, Romanian, Hungarian, 
Ukrainian, and Japanese).  
 
Three other volumes emerged from the initial project. Two books on good work in business, one by 
Czikszentmihalyi (2004) and one by Damon (2004). All three research collaborators contributed to 
an edited book on good work in philanthropy, (Damon & Verducci, 2006). 
 
The initial project had led to Damon’s work on purpose (2008) and to Csikszentmihalyi’s colleague, 
Jeanne Nakamura, on good mentoring (Nakamura (2009). It also resulted in scores of articles and 
catapulted the careers of numerous younger scholars. 
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the group’s senior year, and he does not want to ruin that by having his friends sent home. At the 
end of the story, the reader/viewer is asked, “What would you do if you were Jonah? Are there 
options he hasn’t considered? What does Jonah owe to his friends in this situation, if anything? 
What does Jonah owe to his college community in this situation, if anything?” These dilemmas have 
no easy answers and are meant to promote reflection and discussion.  
 
These dilemmas are freely accessible, and have been used as a component of the lesson plans with 
the Developing Virtues Community of Practice described in Chapter 20.   
 
Activities. Over 100 activities were developed to engage individuals in reflection about ethical 
issues. These include authoring a debate between a good worker and someone who just works; 
answering questions to yourself about what you believe, how others would describe you, and what 
you’d like to change; watching a video about successful people who faced big obstacles and then 
discussing how one or more of these people encountered difficulties relating to the 3Es; and 
discussing ethical dilemmas.  
 
Lesson plans. A series of lesson plans with handouts and resources were created and can be 
accessed here (also available in Chinese, Japanese, Portuguese, and Spanish translations). These 
lesson plans were developed because, as stated on the Good Project Resource Center:  
 

Despite calls for the development of “21st century skills” (e.g., critical thinking) in adolescents 
necessary for success in employment, current educational experiences about “work” are 
insufficient. Generally, secondary and tertiary education devote little attention to work in 
practice, programs that do exist to explore the topic most often take the form of isolated lessons 
or classes. Few outlets allow students to grapple with ambiguity, complexity, and their own 
opinions and beliefs.  

Our curriculum attempts to fill this gap by giving young people the skills and strategies to flourish 
as future workers. Drawing on many years of research in the professions, we expose adolescents 
to real-world dilemmas, reflective activities, and guided conversations that will help to prepare 
them for the working world of today. Our contention is that students who are exposed to our 
materials will develop the skills, understandings, and repertoires to effectively navigate their 
future work lives. 

These lessons explore the core concepts of The Good Project – excellence, ethics, engagement, 
values, responsibility, and alignment, intended for a secondary school audience. This blog series 
describes these core concepts. The lessons engage students in reflective exercises to help them 
explore these concepts in relation to their own identities and contexts.   

In 2024, the lesson plans were developed into a four year curriculum that moves students through 
four stages, each building upon the other: 1) good person, 2) good worker, 3) good citizen, and 4) a 
capstone that asks students to synthesize their learning over the previous three years of study. The 
first year of this program covers all core concepts of The Good Project, ensuring that even if a 
student can only participate in a single year, they still have a solid foundation in the subject matter. 
The four year curriculum has not yet been used. The first-year program was used in the Developing 
Virtues Project, discussed in Chapter 20.   
 
Better Arguments Workbooks. In collaboration with the Better Arguments Project, the GoodWork 
team created two workbooks, one to promote discussion in the workplace, the other to promote 
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discussion in schools. Each workbook uses one of the Good Work dilemmas described above as a 
tool for exploring the Three Es of good work, and the five principles of better arguments: Take 
winning off the table, prioritize relationships and listen passionately, pay attention to context, 
embrace vulnerability, and make room to transform. There is no information about downloads or 
where these workbooks have been used.   
 
The Good Collaboration Toolkit. The Good Collaboration Toolkit is designed to facilitate effective 
collaborations, e.g., by students working on a group project; teams from two or more cooperating 
organizations or institutions, or co-workers seeking convergence about visions for shared 
responsibilities.  

Collaborative efforts are difficult and often face stumbling blocks. For example, sometimes 
collaborations have the best intentions but lack the strong leadership necessary for success. 
Sometimes communication breaks down, or the values of stakeholders appear to be in conflict.  

The Toolkit is intended to help solve such problems.The development of The Good Collaboration 
Toolkit draws on data from in-depth interviews with individuals involved in long-standing 
collaborations, and the Good Project team also studied three higher education collaborations: 
Babson, Olin, and Wellesley College; the Five College Consortium in Western Massachusetts, and the 
Claremont Colleges. This research revealed that good collaborations satisfy eight “ELEMENTS” 
described below: 

Excellently Executed 
Leadership Driven 
Engaging for Participants 
Mission Focused 
Ethically Oriented 
Nurtured Continuously 
Time Well Spent 
Solution Inspired 

For each of these, there is a set of materials in the toolkit consisting of reflection questions, narratives 
about a successful and failed collaboration, and activities allowing collaborators to engage further 
with one another and to reflect on the features and purposes of their collaboration. There is no 
information about downloads or where this toolkit has been used.  

Opportunities for Educators   
There are a number of ways for educators to communicate with and learn from the Good Project 
team, as described below. 
 
The Good Work Resource Center. Materials continue to be added to the Good Work Resource 
Center, including a new podcast with an initial season of five episodes and a set of train-the-
trainers and professional development materials for educators seeking to implement The Good 
Project’s tools in their schools.  

Professional development. A professional development series open to all without charge invites 
participants to explore key topics like global citizenship, responsibility, and character education 
with the Good Project research team. Participants earn certificates for participation. These 
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professional development materials are being used by the community of practice educators in the 
Developing Virtues project described in Chapter 20. 

Train-the-Trainer materials. Train-the-Trainer materials have been developed to empower 
educators to share The Good Project Lesson Plans more widely within their schools and networks. 

A history of the Good Project, along with the projects it spawned (discussed in the following chapters), 
is captured in these videos. 

The various resources described above have been shared with hundreds of educators in the US and 
around the world (including Australia, Germany, India, Italy, Mexico, Poland, and South Africa) who 
teach in all different kinds of schools (e.g. public, private, single gender, religious) and at various 
levels (elementary schools to graduate programs).   
 
Two free, accessible webinars were created for educators of secondary school students and can be 
adapted for other levels. These can be accessed here.  
 

Impact in the US 
The Good Project led to work by Wendy Fischman and Howard on higher education, featured in 
Chapter 39. In talking with college students about their expectations for college, and how those 
might lead them to shape their future work and lives, Wendy and Howard stumbled on the finding 
that college students had not thought about the very purpose of college. Now, after having studied 
college for nearly 15 years, Wendy and Howard are circling back to the roots of the Good Project: 
They are studying the efforts on college campuses to help students think about ethics and 
character.   
 
Bloomsburg University, Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania 
In the Fall of 2010, Howard spoke about the Good Work Project at Bloomsburg University, in 
Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania. . Inspired by his talk and informed by the GoodWork Toolkit, the faculty 
began to investigate undergraduates’ understanding about what it means to do good work as 
college students, as described in this blog. The method used was small group discussions with 140 
first-year students. Students were randomly split into groups: The experimental group participated 
in six weeks of small group discussions (50 minutes long) about good work; the control group 
remained in their regularly scheduled University Seminar course and did not participate in small 
group discussions about good work.    
 
The pre-program data showed that most first-year students described good work as effortful and 
empathic. Post-program data showed that those in the experimental group had begun to include 
the idea of ethics in their understanding of good work. Unfortunately, Bloomsburg University has 
merged with two other state universities in Pennsylvania to form Commonwealth University, and 
the university no longer features good work as a core part of their academic mission or experience 
for incoming students. 
 
 
 
 
 
Noble and Greenough School, Dedham, Massachusetts 
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In 2007, the Good Work team worked intensively with Noble and Greenough, an independent 
grade 7-12 school in Dedham, Massachusetts to create a “culture” of good work.   
 
University of Denver Law School 
John Bliss, professor at the University of Denver used the Good Project frameworks and tools with 
law students to help them to reflect on their professional identities.   
 

Impact in Europe 
The Netherlands 
The Good Project has had a significant impact in The Netherlands. In 2001, the Professional Honor 
Foundation opened “The Good Work Hub,” based on the Good Work Project. This  foundation is 
dedicated to the study of the professions and professional identity, hoping to revitalize the 
professions in today’s rapidly changing world. The Good Work Toolkit was translated into Dutch. 
At the opening conference of the Good Work Hub, the founder Alexandrien van der Brugtstated 
stated that the hub already had allies in a variety of fields – education, public service, police, home 
care, social work, and a college of hotel, tourism, and management. A blog about the opening of the 
Hub can be found here. 
 
The Professional Honor Foundation worked with the Dutch Ministry of Internal Affairs to organize 
a “Good Work Pilot” for civil servants, and it created “Better Work in Public Administration,” a 
project to improve work in the public sector. The Professional Honor Foundation created a Good 
Work Toolkit for Civil Servants (inspired by the Good Work Toolkit) aimed at civil servants who 
face conflicting professional standards (e.g., helping immigrants seek safety versus the costs of 
rapid immigration). These conflicts do not have easy answers  and are open to discussion. The 
Toolkit was developed to strengthen civil servants’ abilities to analyze problems from their 
professional practice, to think for themselves, and make explicit the core values and responsibilities 
of their profession. A blog about this project can be found here. 
 
In 2016, members of the Professional Honor Foundation visited Project Zero and spoke about 
three professions where they have had influence: medicine (helping to limit free market forces), 
accountancy (encouraging greater accountability of accountants), and teaching (calling for 
increasing teacher agency). As Daniel Mucinskas, a member of the Good Work team, wrote here, 
“PHF has pushed matters of professional identity into the national consciousness of the 
Netherlands, presenting a counter-narrative to the marketization and systemic weakening of 
individual choice apparent across the professional landscape.” A description of the impact of PZ on 
the Professional Honor Foundation is described in this blog by Daniel.  
 

 Impact in Latin America 
 Brazil 
 Ulisses Araujo and Valeria Arantes, psychology professors at the University of Sao Paulo, have 

brought the Good Project to Brazil, as shown on this website (and discussed in Pátaro and Arantes, 
2022). They have studied 2000 K-12 teachers in public schools in Brazil, with the goal of finding out 
teachers’ conceptions of the ideal teacher in terms of the 3Es. Teachers’ responses were coded in 
terms of excellence, ethics, and engagement, and an alignment was found between their ideals and 
the 3Es, with teachers stressing the ethics of care when it came to the Ethical E. The results were 
used to argue for a new social contract for education that would allow teachers to reach their ideal 
selves. The authors argue for the importance of focusing on four principles: collaboration and 
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schools have asked to work with tGELF. In every school in which the Foundation has worked, there 
has been some success in getting teachers to abandon the chalk and talk mode. 

In summary, PZ has had a powerful impact on the schools in India that work with tGELF. The 
incorporation of the GW approach into teacher professional development had changed teachers’ 
mindsets. Their practice is now one in which students are actively engaged. It is important to stress 
that teachers do not blindly use the GW tools but instead take what they find useful, often adapting 
them. Teachers (and parents) are now convinced of the importance of getting students to think and 
be curious. 

Japan 
Keiko Ishiwata, a pre-collegiate educator in Japan and a long-time friend of PZ, uses the ethical 
dilemmas in her English communication class. In February of 2025, she wrote: 
 

As universities have broken for spring holidays, I wanted to take a moment to express my 
appreciation for the teaching materials you provided. I taught an International Communication 
class during the autumn semester, which was structured more like a workshop than a traditional 
lecture course. This format allowed students to actively use English for discussion, debate, and 
presentation. 

In the first half of the semester, students read articles on MI theory and Leading Minds, and 
presented analyses of exemplary leaders based on these concepts. In the latter half, we discussed 
anecdotes from the Good Project. Topics like “To Tell, or Not To Tell? When Friends Break Rules” 
and “Speaking Up, or Staying Silent?” resonated with students as they related to their own high 
school or college experiences. 

At the end of the semester, some students reflected on “Liam's Balancing Act” and “Luis’s 
Expectations,” which reminded them of their own struggles in choosing an appropriate major. Many 
expressed regret over their current majors, feeling they had chosen them for job prospects rather 
than passion, such as linguistics or literature. 

The most successful discussions, in my opinion, were “A Teacher Accused” and “Is It Stealing?” These 
topics prompted students to think critically as budding economists or lawyers. Overall, I found the 
Good Project materials to be incredibly useful and engaging. It was rewarding to see students 
incorporate ideas from Leading Minds and MI theory into their discussions and debates. 

Thank you once again for providing such valuable resources. 

The Good Project lesson plans have been translated into Japanese by Akio Shimogohri, and he has 
used them in his teaching at the National Institute of Technology, Hakodate College in Hakodate, 
Japan. He's analyzing the results (student work/reflections) as I write this in 2025.  

He will also be presenting a series of three lectures in Japan to educators, researchers, and 
students on Good Work. He'll be discussing the relationship between future education and 
professional ethics in light of changes to the work environment with AI and technology. It is indeed 
his hope that the materials will be widely implemented at college or high school level. 

Akio and Minatsu Ariga will be conducting a Good Project workshop for a company called Grow and 
Leap which helps young people decide on future careers. Akio and Minatsu have both also been 
participating in the Community of Practice sessions discussed in Chapter 20. 
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Pakistan 
I spoke to Mariam Fatima, a master’s student at HGSE in Educational Policy, about her use of the 
Good Project in Pakistan while she was working at The Citizens Foundation, a non-profit 
organization running almost 2,000 low-cost private schools in Pakistan. These schools are found all 
over Pakistan and are convened in informal spaces such as garages or mosques. Thus it is often 
difficult to actually locate them, and they are completely unregulated. Parents send their children 
to such schools because they are less expensive than government schools. To become a teacher at 
one of these schools requires only a secondary school education. Thus these teachers have never 
been educated in how to teach. And they are paid well-below minimum wage, which they simply 
accept because they could not work anywhere else, they say. 
 
In 2019, she was asked by The Citizens Foundation to design a pilot teacher training course for 
teachers in low-cost private schools outside of their own network of schools. Mariam learned 
about the Good Project at Project Zero while browsing through the PZ website, which was 
introduced to her by one of her colleagues at The Citizens Foundation. After learning about it, she 
decided to try to incorporate it. She asked the teachers to think about a dilemma in their own life. 
She observed that teachers were uncomfortable reflecting about this; they did not want to admit 
that they had made mistakes. But as they started talking about what is morally right, they began to 
open up. One teacher talked about how she had been asked to help a family in Karachi (where girls 
are not allowed to attend school) to help their daughter go to school. She wanted to help the family 
but this went against the society’s rules. She knew she would face a backlash and thus she 
confessed that she just gave up – leading to a wide-ranging discussion on what is right and wrong in 
society.   
 
The introduction of ethical dilemmas in this teacher training was not continued after the 2019 pilot 
course. But what Mariam described shows the power of these ethical dilemmas – even among 
teachers who were not used to self-reflection or to admitting to others that they may not have 
done the right thing. 

  
Singapore 
From 2020-2023, The Good Project collaborated with the Learning Innovations Lab (LILA; see 
Chapt. 30) at Project Zero to create a course offered in partnership with the Singapore Institute of 
Management, a large university in Singapore offering undergraduate, graduate, and professional 
programs. The course, entitled “Navigating Changes Successfully at Work,” combined The Good 
Project’s framework of the 3Es with LILA’s framework of “unlearning,” focused on developing an 
awareness of how mindsets, habits, and systems function in order to do work that is excellent, 
ethical, and engaging on the job during moments of flux.  
 
This course was targeted at working adults in the midst of a career transition due to sector change, 
organizational change, or unemployment. The course has been offered several times, with the joint 
LILA-Good Project team training a local group of course facilitators who are responsible for the 
day-to-day oversight of the workshops. Initial interviews with a small group of the pilot learners 
found positive reviews for the course’s impact on learners’ abilities to manage career change and 
on their desire to continue exploring the concepts that were shared. As of Summer 2023, the 
course is still running in Singapore, with further updates forthcoming. 
 

212



The next chapter discusses Good Play and Good Participation, both descendants of the Good Work 
project. 
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the consequences for people they know personally. And sometimes they show something more 
sophisticated – they think about the ethics of roles (e.g., what is my ethical role as a high school 
newspaper editor, or as the leader of a teen civic organization). The ethics of roles is concerned 
with unknown individuals and larger communities; sometimes the ethics of roles conflicts with 
moral concerns about personal acquaintances (e.g, should I, as my high school newspaper editor, 
publish something true but negative about my school, even though this might damage my younger 
sibling’s standing at the school?). 
  
In her 2014 book, Disconnected: Youth, New Media, and the Ethics Gap, Carrie describes how young 
people between the ages of 10 and 25 think about privacy, property, and online participation. She 
found that young people think about online activity in three ways: (1) Self-focused thinking, 
concerned mostly about consequences for oneself;  (2) Moral thinking, concerned about the 
consequences for individuals one knows; and (3) Ethical thinking, concerned about unknown 
people in the larger community. She reported that many youth are often unconcerned with moral 
or ethical concerns about privacy and don’t always take hostile content seriously. She offered a 
proposal for what she called conscientious connectivity – which calls for serious consideration of 
the ethical dilemmas of online participation. 

Collaboration with Common Sense Media and Global Kids 
An ongoing feature of the Good Play Project was a collaboration with Common Sense Media, a 
California-based nonprofit organization with large national and international reach best known for 
its recommendations of movies, books, games etc that they consider “healthy” for youth. The Good 
Play team brought insights from their research to support the development of Common Sense 
Media’s first Digital Literacy and Citizenship Curriculum. This curriculum emphasizes the ways in 
which youth can leverage the positive affordances of digital media while protecting themselves and 
making socially responsible, ethical decisions. The curriculum covers issues from online privacy to 
building a positive community online to copyright and creation. Here is a 2021 discussion of the 
research behind this curriculum authored by Carrie James, Emily Weinstein (both from PZ) and 
Kelly Mendoza (from Common Sense Education). Today, Common Sense’s curriculum reaches 
more than 1.4 million educators every year and over 90,000 schools in the US as well as 96,000+ 
schools globally.     

In 2009, together with Commonsense Media and Global Kids, the Good Play Project convened 250 
parents, teachers, and teens together for a three-week online conversational dialogue. Every day, 
participants responded to scenarios and questions presented and shared thoughts and situations 
from their own lives.   
  
The idea for this online conversation was born out of a sense of curiosity and experimentation. Can 
youth and adults have open and honest conversation in an online setting? What are the perceptions 
and tensions across generations when it comes to how we act on the internet? Is it possible to reach 
common ground when it comes to digital ethics? 

Posting over 2,500 messages over the course of three weeks, participants shared a wealth of 
perspectives. The findings, summarized in a report called Meeting of Minds, were widely 
disseminated within the MacArthur Foundation’s Digital Media & Learning community as well as to 
other educational networks and internet safety organizations in order to inform research, 
curricular development, and parenting in a space so often hard to navigate. 
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Collaboration with Project New Media Literacies 
In 2011, the Good Play project collaborated with Project New Media Literacies established by 
Henry Jenkins, then at MIT, more recently at Annenberg School for Communications and 
Journalism at USC. This collaboration resulted in materials and activities, such as role-playing and 
reflective exercises, designed to encourage high school students to think about identity, privacy, 
authorship and ownership, credibility, and participation with respect to online behavior. These 
materials were published in 2011 in Our Space: Being a Responsible Citizen of the Digital World.  
  

The Youth and Participatory Politics Network 
In 2009, after years of planning and consulting, the MacArthur Foundation officially launched a 
research network eventually called Youth and Participatory Politics (YPP). That network, which the 
foundation supported for nine years, included ethics as one of its core components. 
  
The YPP network formed out of concerns about the implications of new digital media for civic and 
political life – concerns that were prescient then and salient today. At its formation, the network 
predicted that digital media would dramatically change the nature, course, and depth of young 
peoples’ civic engagement. The amount of information that can be accessed, including via 
participatory channels such as Facebook, is far broader than when people got their news 
exclusively from traditional broadcast media and print news. With increased possibility of 
knowledge comes increased risk of misinformation and misuse of misinformation. YPP also sought 
to understand young people’s civic and political participation in the new digital age, including the 
ethical challenges these new media pose. The ethical challenges, broadly construed, were central to 
the projects that PZ led within the network. 
  
YPP was chaired by Joseph Kahne, then at Mills College, later at UC Riverside. Howard was a 
member of this network for a number of years before it was formally launched and funded. The 
network came to include Danielle Allen (then at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Studies, later at 
Harvard), Cathy Cohen (University of Chicago), Jennifer Earl (University of Arizona), Elyse Eidman-
Aadahl (National Writing Project [NWP]), Erica Hodgin (then at Mills College, later at UC 
Riverside), Henry Jenkins (then at MIT, later at USC), Ellen Middaugh (UCS), Sangita Shresthova 
(USC), and Lissa Soep (Youth Radio). Mimi Ito (UC Irvine), then head of a partner McArthur 
network, called the Digital Media and Learning Initiative, and Ethan Zuckerman (then at MIT, later 
at University of Massachusetts, Amherst) also participated intermittently. 

The YPP network supported a number of research projects focused on young people’s political 
participation via digital media. The projects that PZ carried out within the network were framed 
around “good participation.” 

 
Good Participation 
The Good Participation Project, led by Howard and Carrie, focused on the conditions for “good 
participation” in civic and political life. The research team carried out in-depth interviews of young 
people who were members or leaders of groups involved with social or political issues, seeking to 
understand how these kinds of young people think about citizenship. 
  
In the first three years of the project, the Good Participation team interviewed 80 young people 
engaged in civic or political activities in largely traditional civic contexts such as school clubs and 
community organizations, with a few exceptions (e.g., young Occupy Wall Street activists). The 
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focus was on their civic learning experiences, participatory practices (with attention to digital and 
social media use), and their beliefs about citizenship and the political realm.  
  
In the second three years, the Good Participation team focused on the roots of participatory 
politics (including the roles of mentors and institutions); the quality of youth’s use of various 
participatory practices; and the development and expression of youth’s civic identities in social 
media contexts. The project paid particular attention to how youth were navigating the 
opportunities and risks involved in online dialogue related to civic and political issues. The team 
completed an additional 40 interviews with young civic actors who were highly engaged in a variety 
of participatory practices online. Some of them had actually founded movements to address an 
issue and used online participatory practices as key levers for change. 
 

Materials Produced by Good Play and Good Participation  
Digital Civics Toolkit 
Based on the research of the Good Play and Good Participation projects, a Digital Civics Toolkit 
was created. It was designed to help youth recognize and take seriously the opportunities and risks 
of digital civic participation. It contains five modules: 
  

Participate: Students explore their identities and communities, identify civic issues that 
matter to them, and consider how they might use digital media for civic participation. 

Investigate: Students work to understand and analyze civic information online and consider 
what information they can trust. 

Dialogue: Students navigate diverse perspectives and exchange ideas about civic issues in 
our interconnected world. 

Voice: Students consider how, when, and to what end they can create, remix, and otherwise 
repurpose content that they share with others in online spaces. 

Action: Students consider a broad range of tactics and strategies for acting on civic issues. 

Ten Questions for Changemakers 
Other materials included Ten Questions for Changemakers, a framework for young activists 
developed by network members Danielle Allen, Jennifer Earl, and Lissa Soep. This framework 
supported youth to consider ten crucial questions as they make decisions about civic engagement 
both online and offline. 
 

1. Why does it matter to me? 
2. How much should I share? 
3. How do I make it about more than myself?  
4. Where do we start?  
5. How can we make it easy and engaging for others to join in?  
6. How do we get wisdom from crowds? 
7. How do we handle the downside of crowds?  
8. Are you pursuing voice or influence or both?  
9. How do we get from voice to changes?  
10. How can we find allies? 
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Chapter 20 

Developing Virtues through an Educational Community of 
Practice: A “Good Work” Approach 
2022 –2025 
 
 
 
In 2022, a three-year project was initiated, called Developing Virtues through an Educational 
Community of Practice. The project was led by Shelby Clark along with Lynn Barendsen, Kirsten 
McHugh, Daniel Mucinskas, and Howard Gardner.  

 
Community of Practice 
A virtual “community of practice” was created, linking educators from around the world interested 
in discussing “good work” with their students. While some educators were from the US, the 
majority were from other countries: Albania, Colombia, Croatia, Germany, Guatemala, India, Italy, 
Jordan, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Panama, Philippines, Poland, Scotland, Romania, South Africa, 
and Turkey. This overview page shows a map of the reach of the community of practice. 
 
The participating educators were in the process of adopting the sixteen Good Project Lesson Plans. 
A word about how these lesson plans emerged. They grew out of the Good Work Toolkit described 
in Chapter 18. The toolkit consisted of a set of ethical dilemmas and other activities that users 
could adapt how they see fit. No specifics were offered about how best to implement them. Fast 
forward multiple years to 2019: Shelby, Lynn, Kirsten, and Daniel began working with educators in 
response to their request for a much more directed curriculum. They designed a pilot set of lesson 
plans and tested them during 2021-2022 with nine schools and school networks from the US and 
Mexico. Taking the schools’ feedback into account, the Developing Virtues Project adapted these 
16 pilot lessons to become the Good Project Lesson Plans used in the project reported in this 
chapter. 
 
The lesson plans expose students to dilemmas related to issues of good work, and ask students to 
reflect alone and in discussion upon their identities, values, and purpose. They were designed to 
help adolescents develop and internalize moral (i.e., a good neighbor), civic (i.e., a good citizen), 
performance (i.e., a good student/worker), and intellectual (i.e., a good thinker) virtues. These 
virtues embody The Good Project’s Three Es of good work: Ethical (for the greater good); Excellent 
(high quality); and Engaging (meaningful). The lessons engaged students in reflective exercises to 
help them explore these concepts in relation to their own identities and contexts. Students create a 
portfolio of work throughout the lesson plans and are encouraged to reflect on their learning.  
 
Depending on cohort, teachers were in this community of practice for either one or two years. The 
goal was to build a strong, scalable character program. The community of practice allowed teachers 
to discuss their successes and challenges with the lesson plans, exchanging ideas, strategies, and 
materials. Members frequently share adaptations of materials (many of which will be added to the 
resource center), new ideas, and innovative frameworks, and a few have even coordinated virtual 
exchanges between their classrooms (in Colombia and Croatia). Many additional practitioner 
resources have been created in concert with the educators in the community of practice (such as 
introductory videos, discussion prompts, etc.) and are available here. Some of the teachers have 
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Chapter 23 
Digital Dilemmas 
2017-2023 

 
 
  

The Digital Dilemmas Project 
Led by Carrie James and Emily Weinstein, the Digital Dilemmas project examined how tweens, 
teens, parents, and educators perceive and respond to thorny digital dilemmas. In collaboration 
with EL Education and Common Sense Education, the researchers conducted surveys on digital 
dilemmas and timely digital topics with over 3500 students in 15 middle and high schools and over 
1400 educators across the US. Interviews were also conducted with about 20 educators using 
these dilemmas. 
  
The researchers also designed supports for digital well-being and citizenship in collaboration with 
educators in ten middle and high schools. One result was a set of Dilemmas and Thinking Routines 
for Digital Life. These tools are designed to be used in classrooms, peer mentoring contexts, and to 
guide “at-home” conversations about digital life. 
   
In 2021, Carrie and Emily collaborated with a group of teens to co-design a “by teens, for teens” 
resource for digital well-being. The resulting Digital Well-Being Guide took the form of a maker-
focused project that invites teens (grades 8-12) to co-design solutions for their digital well-being. 
The methods used in this project became a signature approach for PZ’s Center for Digital Thriving. 
Their project was part of a Thriving Youth collaborative. The resources created as part of this 
collaborative are available to educators and youth organizations here. 
  
The Digital Dilemma’s team also conducted investigated the challenges today’s youth face in their 
digital lives. The research question posed was: How can young people inspire their peers to use 
technology in healthy ways and make digital spaces better for everyone? The research team then 
collaborated with youth to develop a toolkit of strategies for digital well-being.   
      

Impact 
The project’s Dilemmas and Thinking Routines for Digital Life are now integrated into Common 
Sense Education’s Digital Citizenship Curriculum which has widespread reach to schools across the 
US and beyond (reaching more than 1.4 million educators every year and over 90,000 schools in 
the US as well as 96,000+ schools globally). 
  
The research work led to the book, Behind Their Screens: What Teens Are Facing (And Adults Are 
Missing) (Weinstein & James, 2022).  
  
This work led to resource development and research streams further explored by the team through 
the Center for Digital Thriving discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 24
The Center for Digital Thriving 
2023-to date 

Co-directed by Carrie James and Emily Weinstein, the Center for Digital Thriving (CDT) was 
founded in spring of 2023. The center grew out of the research findings presented in their joint 
2022 book, Behind Their Screens. Their findings reveal that it is not just adults who are mindful of 
teen risks in using digital media: youth are also often mindful of drawbacks and risks, and they are 
motivated to lead healthy lives with technology. They reveal how digital agency is undercut for 
youth in a variety of ways and describe how adults (including educators) can better support a sense 
of agency and well-being. 

Guiding Questions 
The guiding question of the Center is: What types of support do people – and especially kids and 
teens – need to thrive in a tech-filled world? 

The center is conducting translational research and developing practical resources that support 
youth in reflecting on the role of technology in their lives and building greater intentionality and 
agency in its use. The research is conducted in collaboration with young people to create resources 
that resonate with teens’ real experiences with technology. The researchers offer practical advice 
to educators and other adults about how to have actually helpful conversations about technology, 
how to foster teens’ digital agency, and how to replace eyerolls with empathy. The Center aims to 
elevate young people’s voices and contribute research and resources that reflect timely tensions 
and dilemmas related to new technologies. 

The Center’s IMAGINE project (Inspiring Moral AI Guidance in Education) is exploring the 
question, “How can we equip schools to navigate issues raised by generative AI in ways that 
support character development?” It is doing so by creating and disseminating a resource co-
designed with youth that helps schools develop localized, character-driven, AI guidelines. 

Resources 
The Center’s resources focus on connecting evidence-based practices and/or research-based 
insights to emerging technologies. Here is one example of a resource focused on Thinking Traps 
(cognitive distortions) as they come up in technology use. These resources are being co-designed 
with youth as key partners and sources of expertise, with equity as a guiding principle. Here is a 
report on the Center’s approach to resource design. 

The team has also collaborated with Common Sense Education to create curricular versions of 
their artfully-designed, evidence-based, youth-centered resources for use in schools and other 
settings. In 2024, CDT carried out a national study with Common Sense and Indiana University, 
involving 1,545 teens. The report, Unpacking Grind Culture in American Teens, was downloaded by 
over 2,000 people in the first four months of its release. 
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In 2025, the Center launched its first online professional development course for educators, "From 
“Referee” to “Coach” – and Other Game-Changing Mindshifts for Teaching Digital Well-being, 
Digital Citizenship, & Media Literacy.” 

The first app developed by the Center allows young people to reflect on their values and reflect on 
whether digital media are making it easier or harder for them to live according to their values. The 
app had more than 15,000 active users in its first ~15 months. 

Youth Voice is also a core component of the Center’s work. Here is a guidebook for researchers 
who want to engage youth advisors or incorporate teen voices into their research or practice. 

The IMAGINE project has developed the “GrAIdients” framework to help educators and students 
make visible their thinking about different uses of AI related to schoolwork assignments.  

The team worked on the resources with clinical psychologists, including Sophia Choukas-Bradley 
who is leading the randomized controlled trial to assess the effects of these resources on 
adolescents' social media use and well-being.   

I have not written about the impact of this center, because it is just getting started. I hope that later 
on, others will add to this chapter with evidence of impact.  
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Chapter 25 
The Quality Project 
2007-2014 

 
 

 
In 2007, the Good Project began a study of quality – how do individuals define quality, what does 
quality mean to them in their personal and professional lives, and in which spheres does quality 
matter most? This project began as a result of a meeting with the chairman of the famed Faber-
Castell company, maker of high quality writing and drawing implements. The chairman, Count 
Anton Wolfgang von Faber-Castell, was concerned about potential loss of interest in fine pens and 
pencils due to the digital era. Perhaps in some areas, quality might matter more than efficiency.  

Interviews and Surveys 
After nearly a hundred in-depth interviews in the United States with individuals of varying ages and 
backgrounds, over seven thousand people in Brazil, China, Germany, India, Indonesia, Turkey and 
the US were surveyed for their beliefs about quality (approximately 1000 individuals in each of the 
seven countries). The 74 questions on the survey covered five areas: excellence, 
technology, work, time, and writing implements. The sample was drawn from Internet users who 
signed up to a survey rewards program (Research Now). Research Now attempted to 
recruit a sample of individuals that reflected the demographic characteristics of each country. 
 

Findings 
One of the most interesting findings that came out of this was the concept of “time well spent,” as 
Howard discussed in this 2013 podcast on WBUR’s Cognoscenti. Time well spent is quality time. 
Individuals are less concerned with the cost of an entity, its labels, its proclaimed uses, than they 
are eager to engage in activities and pursuits which they find rewarding, independent of the 
amount of time or money involved. They also judge the quality of a product by the time someone 
else invested in it  – a hand-knit sweater, a hand-written card, a barista-made coffee is seen as 
being higher quality than goods that are mass produced – hence the value of hand-held pens and 
pencils. Faber-Castell told Wendy and Howard that they incorporated this finding into their 
marketing strategy, for example hosting art classes at their company. 
 
These findings were shared with the company and with the wider world. Unfortunately, Count 
Anton died in 2016, but Howard has maintained contact with the younger generation of the Faber-
Castell family. And Professor Ryan L. Raffaelli, a colleague at the Harvard Business School, has 
made use of PZs studies in his own examination of so-called "middle range" companies in Germany 
that have specialized and continued to survive and even to thrive. 
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PART III 
ADDITIONAL RESEARCH AREAS 

 
Part III reviews projects from eight additional areas: 
 

*Fostering Learning Through Assessment (Chapters 26-28) 
  Fostering Institutional Change (Chapters 29-35) 
*Scientific Thinking (Chapter 36) 
*Interdisciplinary Thinking (Chapter 37) 
  Meaning, purpose and Critical Thinking in College (Chapters 38-39) 
*Citizenship (Chapters 40-47) 
*Fostering Learning Through Play and Tinkering (Chapters 48-49) 
*Workplace Innovation (Chapter 50) 

 
*The six asterisked areas are loosely related to PZ’s foundational area of Thinking and 
Understanding.  
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FOSTERING LEARNING THROUGH ASSESSMENT (begins in 
1988) 

 
In the following section, three chapters describe PZ frameworks for making assessment a part of 
learning. 
  

231





teachers as they looked closely at a piece of student work. Steve’s father, a doctor, brought Steve 
with him to a Saturday morning pediatric grand rounds at Johns Hopkins. The rounds began with a 
brief talk by a researcher about ongoing work, followed by a discussion in which participants were 
actively trying to provide suggestions and help the researcher pursue and advance the work. 
  
After that, a mystery case was presented. The case had already been diagnosed, but the diagnosis 
was not revealed. The presenting doctor told what was known about the symptoms and test results 
and participants were then invited to hypothesize about the diagnosis, and defend their 
hypotheses. At the end, the diagnosis was revealed. 
  
Steve wondered why there wasn’t a similar kind of structure for teachers to discuss hard questions 
they have about their teaching and their students’ learning – especially for teachers who do not 
accept standardized test results as adequate measures of what matters most in learning. Hence the 
inspiration for the formation of ROUNDS at Project Zero. Steve held on to the spirit of pediatric 
grand rounds at Hopkins, but not the specific structures. Instead, Steve chose to focus ROUNDS at 
Project Zero on the use of a protocol for looking at student work – the Collaborative Assessment 
Conference – developed during the Arts Propel project alongside teachers and administrators in 
the Pittsburgh Public Schools. 
 
The Collaborative Assessment Conference was highly structured yet open-ended. The core idea 
was to get teachers to look together closely and slowly at one piece of student work, asking open-
ended questions about the work for the group to consider. A protocol was developed for these 
conversations, which were run by facilitators. A teacher was to present a piece of student work, 
and participants would then be asked to look at the work carefully, describing what they saw 
without interpretation and without judgment. This move was in response to PROPEL researchers’ 
observation that some Arts PROPEL teachers often judged whether a piece of student work was 
good, or pointed out what was missing in the work, before having looked carefully at the work. The 
idea of describing without interpreting and judging is simple but not easy to carry out, because 
typically we are prone to making quick assumptions and judgments. 
  
Here is how it works. A presenter shows a piece of work. The facilitator asks questions such as 
what do you see in the work. The group describes it in detail without evaluating its quality. The 
facilitator might ask the group to think of questions that the work raises for them. As participants 
raise questions, the presenter does not yet provide answers. Only at the end do participants hear 
from the presenting teacher about what the teacher sees in the work, and only at the end does the 
teacher provide answers to the questions raised, wherever possible. Participants then share 
thoughts about their own teaching and learning, student learning, and what can best be done to 
support this student in the future. Finally, the group reflects on the conference as a whole.   
  

ROUNDS  
(1995-to date) 
Inspired by the experience of pediatric grand rounds and drawing on his interest in developing the 
practice of the Collaborative Assessment Conferences with educators, Steve crystallized the idea 
of Saturday morning ROUNDS with teachers, administrators – a voluntary form of professional 
development in which teachers meet together to discuss important issues in teaching and learning 
and study student work together. 
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ROUNDS were held on the first Saturday of each month. On a shoestring budget that paid for 
coffee and bagels, Steve began running rounds in 1995, and they continue today (in 2025), now on 
Zoom. Steve initially invited the teachers working on the APPLE Project, many of whom were from 
schools in eastern Massachusetts, and other teachers who had worked with Project Zero in the 
early 90s. Across all the years, Steve reports that over 600 individuals have attended ROUNDS 
from between one and 100+ times. About 25-35 people come each time, and because these are 
now on Zoom, participants come from all over the world. Many teachers have come for years and 
consider ROUNDS their professional community. When these sessions were in person, they were 
three hours long; on Zoom they are now 90 minutes. The sessions alternate: one month with 
discussion of a question that a teacher wants to explore, the next with a piece of student work that 
a teacher offers to present.   
 

Impact 
I asked Steve if he would send out a request to members of ROUNDS with the following question 
from me: 
 
Would you be willing to take a few minutes and write, in the space below, any ways in which the 
experience of rounds has changed your teaching practices, and as a result, may have affected your 
students’ learning?  
  
This question was sent to all of the members in 2023 (numbering just over 500). I received 15 
responses. While I had hoped for many more responses, I was struck by a common theme running 
through the responses I did receive –  the transformative effect on their thinking and teaching of 
looking closely and deeply at student work. 
 
Here are five of the responses received: 
  

Anne W. Armstrong 
Art Educator, Belmont Day School, Belmont, MA 
I'm a 2003 AIE grad, and started attending Rounds after graduating from HGSE…I call Rounds my 
'work church'…Rounds to me is a sacred time & space that I carve out for myself - for my teaching 
& learning practice - that grounds me, while at the same time, pushes and expands my thinking.  

I have a photograph of a Rounds question on the board from years ago - before the pandemic - on 
my desktop: "What are you trying to hold in mind when you design the beginning of a learning 
experience?" And I find myself returning to that question, even with nearly 30 years of teaching 
experience under my belt. In all the years I've been going to Rounds, I've only presented once - I 
brought a question to the group that focused on school leadership. Years later, the conversation 
from that Rounds session continues to impact my work as a teacher leader today… 

Thanks for taking the time to tell the story and the importance of Rounds - it's a cherished and 
critical piece of my work and life as a teacher. I'm grateful for the opportunity and the experience 
of every Rounds session I've attended! 

Nelina Backman 
High School English Teacher, Littleton, MA 
I can say, no hyperbole whatsoever, that just a single exposure to the “opening up a question” and 
“collaborative examination of student work” protocols practiced at ROUNDS has eclipsed the 
combined value of every other professional development experience I have encountered as a 
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public-school teacher, whether district-based or in pursuit of a masters in “educational 
leadership.” Alas.  
 
What is experienced at ROUNDS, so rare in academia and non-existent in canned, top-down 
public-school “PD,” but so valuable to strive to replicate with my own students, is not cleverness or 
jargon leveraged to impress, self-promote, or check-a-box, but profound, humble, joyous, BS-free 
attention and intelligence sincerely exerted in the interest of others. 
  
Also, in every ROUNDS session (informing the claim that the actual value of three hours of 
ROUNDS exceeds 3,000 of canned PD) one senses a concentrated power deriving not just from a 
single well-constructed question or impressive piece of work, but from a profound depth of 
accumulated and shared expertise and commitment--held not just in the group currently present, 
but resonating with insights and habits of mind absorbed from other ROUNDERs in prior sessions, 
stretching back years. 
  
Before attending ROUNDS, I considered myself well-practiced in close-reading and discussion 
facilitation. What I have learned at ROUNDS has utterly transformed this practice – while also 
making it easier and more joyful. In discussing readings with students, I regularly use a protocol 
that simulates the ROUNDS protocol of starting with gathering observations while withholding 
interpretation. I find this practice remarkably effective at defusing students’ default impetus 
towards claiming the “right” answer and concomitant brownie point. Meanwhile, the academic 
outcomes of the ROUNDS protocol prove much more rigorous. When students start with 
observations gathered collectively, not only are they more comfortable, their ultimate shifts into 
interpretation are much richer and better informed than when they begin in the other direction 
(yet that remains their default before the protocol is introduced).  
  
Thanks to ROUNDS, my students have come to look more slowly, more closely, more curiously; 
they share what they see more willingly; they own what they do not know or wonder about more 
readily, less anxiously; they participate more creatively and joyfully; they write more incisively. 
They appreciate the value and power of a well-crafted question. They are less grade-driven. Most 
importantly, they treat their work and one another with more graciousness and respect. 
 
Barbara Powell 
Education Consultant, CEO Barbara Powell Associates  
The key thing about Rounds for me over the last 2 decades has been the joy of being in a 
thoughtful learning community with predictable structure and inimitable leadership for one 
Saturday morning a month. The stories from teachers: young and old, about students young and 
old, from a variety of public, private and parochial schools, in a plethora of subjects, (English, 
math, science, art, music, social studies) connect us to each other and to the age-old challenges of 
teaching and learning. We examine student work in distinct stages according to a deliberate 
protocol. We distinguish between describing and interpreting what students have created, we 
endeavor to step out of our own classrooms into the shoes of other teachers. We gain a useful and 
universal understanding of the work that students do in school and the way they think about it. I 
have used a Rounds approach in teacher training workshops in Rajasthan, India, Jamaica, 
Thailand and Morocco.  
 
Laurie Tennant-Gadd 
Rounds, for me, is a place to be reminded of my own work as a learner. It is also a place for anyone 
who wished to bring those objects and questions that have amazed or confounded, or maybe have 

235



done both at the same time. Most importantly, for me, Rounds was a safe place to bring all that 
out and share it. 
Steve's facilitation and the strength of the protocol supported Rounds as a safe space, and yet the 
history of Rounds seems to be carried in the spaces between us. The slow work of practicing the 
protocol held the gathering together.  
  
Personally, having a place to bring student work was essential to my teaching. It was so different 
to place something you loved out of context and see what others observed and wondered about 
that piece. And I still think about the really important question Barbara Powell asked, when she 
wondered about me bringing a piece I wasn't in love with.  

  
And then, finally, for me, the question of practice. A question I continue to think about is how 
practice changes us. The question I brought with my friend, Aliyah was that question. I hadn't even 
thought about how practice was a definition of a profession. For me, the question has always been 
concrete, what are the things you do day in and day out and how does your understanding of those 
actions (and yourself) change as you practice. Gathering on Saturday mornings over 26 (or so) 
years was that kind of a practice for me.  
 
…choice as an essential foundation for Rounds. We each chose to attend, chose to bring(or not) 
work or questions, and finally chose to offer our observations and queries. The idea of choice in the 
studio grew more and more essential to my hope for building that kind of practice for students. I 
taught middle schoolers and anytime I opened the studio up to personal choice I learned. I was 
able to see each of them in a different light, who wanted to work with someone else, who struggled 
to come up with something to work on, who worked on the same thing every time we had personal 
choice. And, it was what students always requested. To me, Rounds is a studio, where there is a 
form we are practicing and developing. In that practice of looking slowly at a piece of work or 
question community is built. 

    
Anna Maria D'Ippolito  
Middle School Math Teacher, Waring School, Beverly, MA 
I am a long-time ROUNDS attender (12-ish years?) whose primary educational work is in middle 
school math… In my current role as a teacher, one tool from ROUNDS that I use regularly is the 
distinction between observation, interpretation, and speculation from the Looking at Student 
Work protocol. Many of my math class warmups from my current curriculum are called "What do 
you notice/What do you wonder?" activities. These involve looking at something together on a 
projected surface. The something might be a problem, a set of related problems, a diagram, or an 
example of a fictional student's work. The curriculum says to ask "What do you notice? What do 
you wonder?" I frame the questions for my students in a manner that is more akin to the "Looking 
at Student Work" protocol. I ask for direct observations and state that nothing is too obvious to 
state. As students share their observations, I ask the group as a whole if they see what so-and-so 
saw or if they would like further clarification. Then we move on to speculation as "What do you 
wonder?" Occasionally a student makes a statement that is a judgment ("I don't like this way...") 
which I point out as a judgment/opinion as distinct from an observation.  
  
I have also attempted to use the Looking at Student Work protocol in my past role as a department 
coordinator. I had very infrequent opportunities to do so and met with mixed success as I am not 
sure the teachers all "got" the value of the exercise.  
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I have also found that the ROUNDS discussions of questions arising from practice often stick with 
me the way a piece of music may stay close to one's consciousness 
  
One other aspect of ROUNDS that has affected me as an educator is the richness of the multiple 
perspectives from educators in such a variety of contexts. Hearing how an art or music teacher 
looks at a piece of work from my practice, or how educators from early childhood through college 
through museum work through special education respond to a question, or how the responses 
differ/overlap among teachers who work with students from different cultural or socioeconomic 
backgrounds, has broadened my appreciation for what goes on on my campus, in my child's 
school, in my state, and across the world.  
 

The next chapter takes up the topic of portfolio assessment.  
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Chapter 27 
Portfolio Assessment 
1994-1997 
 

 
 
The Portfolio Assessment Project, led by Steve Seidel and Tina Blythe, grew out of an approach to 
portfolio implementation by Arts PROPEL (Chapter 14) and the APPLE Project (discussed in 
previous chapter). The Portfolio Assessment Project was a  collaboration with the Massachusetts 
Department of Education, and was part of a statewide school reform effort. The project brought 
together practitioners, policy makers, and researchers to explore how portfolios can be 
implemented to provide effective assessment of students and programs (see Seidel et al., 1997).   

 
Participating Schools 
Five Massachusetts elementary and middle schools served as initial partners, and six other schools 
were added in subsequent years. Unfortunately the documentation of this network is sparse, but 
Steve recalls the following schools being involved:  

Cambridgeport School (Cambridge) 
Fisher Hill Elementary (Orange) 
Arnone Elementary School (Brockton) 
Jacob Hiatt Magnet School (Worcester) 
Brightwood Elementary School (Springfield) 
 
Participating schools committed substantial time and resources to an ongoing school-wide review 
of the fit between curriculum, pedagogy, assessment practices, and exploring the use of a project-
based curriculum and portfolios. Teams of teachers from participating schools met several times a 
year to share experiences, concerns, and discoveries. These meetings provided an opportunity for 
participants to compare portfolio models and designs they had developed.   

During the collaboration, the researchers developed materials in a variety of media that 
documented the work and could help other schools with the implementation process. These 
materials were shared with The New Standards Project and with its network of partner states and 
districts. The New Standards Project was a national organization developing performance and 
portfolio assessments for use by school districts and states, including Massachusetts. 
 

Impact 
Collaborative Assessment in Staff Reviews of Student Work  
In 1994, Jill Harrison Berg began teaching middle school at the K-8 Cambridgeport School in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts. Steve began to work at this school one or two years later, invited by 
Lynn Stuart, the school principal. Steve introduced collaborative assessment protocols to use in 
monthly staff reviews of a student and monthly staff reviews of a curriculum (discussed in the 
Rounds section of Chapter 26). He also introduced the use of portfolios as both an assessment and 
a learning tool. The work on portfolios at Cambridgeport is reported in detail in Stephanakis (2002) 
and in Stuart (2002). Jill soon joined Steve’s Rounds (discussed in Chapter 26). 
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Staff review of a student. For the staff review of an individual student, the teacher presented 
multiple slices of work by the student completed at different times to the school staff. The protocol 
followed by the staff was to first look closely, starting only with description, helping each other to 
notice. The second step was analytical, trying to understand how this child was making meaning of 
their school experience and of classroom tasks. The third step was to discuss next steps for this 
child. Other “slice” protocols developed by practitioners are available online here.  
 
Staff review of a curriculum. For the staff review of a teacher’s curriculum, the teacher presented 
selected assignments and student work. Following the same kind of protocol, the staff then 
discussed whether this curriculum led to learning, where were the weaknesses, and how it could be 
improved. We asked Jill how common these reviews are in schools, and she said that the only 
schools where she has personally witnessed this are the ones where she or Steve had introduced 
this approach. 
 
In preparation for portfolio day, student sadded materials to their portfolios about once a month. 
The portfolio always contained a self-portrait and writing sample from every grade, in addition to 
evidence of other key products and performances that the student was proud of, eg., science lab 
reports, photos of a drama performance, etc. On portfolio day, students laid out key pieces of their 
portfolios on their desks, and families, community members (e.g. local business owners, city 
councilors, etc.) had a conversation with students about their work. To help get these 
conversations off the ground, the school provided a page of suggested questions for these 
observers.  
 
Graduation portfolios. Students worked throughout their 8th grade year to prepare to demonstrate 
that they were ready to graduate. The graduation presentation had four parts: math, science, 
research project, and autobiography. The autobiography was an essay that included reflections as 
they looked through their K-8 portfolio archive. Family members, former teachers from earlier 
grades, and community members, such as a member of the school committee, would come to 
evaluate these presentations. Students were evaluated using a rubric  and occasionally were asked 
to redo one or more of the four portfolio components. Very rarely a student did not get their act 
together to present their work. These students still graduated but they were not featured at the 
graduate ceremony. 
 
Travelling portfolios 
After Steve left the Portfolio Assessment Project, Jill and her colleague, Dan Monahan,  developed 
another kind of portfolio: the travelling portfolio, described below. 
 
Traveling portfolios were introduced for 7th and 8th graders. The goal was to strengthen students’ 
ability to reflect on their work and to engage families with their children’s work. Every six to eight 
weeks, students chose one or two exemplary pieces of work from each subject area for the 
travelling portfolio. Students included a written reflection on these chosen pieces using the 
following questions developed by Steve (Seidel, 1997): 
 

Introductory: e.g., What piece would you like to spend some time thinking about? 
 
Backward looking: e.g., What did you do to create this piece? (purely descriptive) What 
problems did you encounter when working on this piece, and how did you solve them? 
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Inward looking: What was it like to work on this piece? How do you feel about the piece? 
What does this piece reveal about you as a learner? What problems did you encounter 
when working on this piece and how did you solve them? 

 
Outward looking: What does this piece reveal about you as a learner? If you were the 
teacher, what comments would you make about this piece? What do you think others 
looking at this piece would be thinking or wondering about the creator and the process? 
 
Forward looking: What would you change if you had a chance to do this work over again? 

 
Students read their essay aloud to family members. Family members had about one week to look at 
the work, discuss it with the student, and write a response. The portfolio and the family’s response 
were then returned to the school.   
 
Annual Portfolio Day 
The annual portfolio day has continued until this day (years after Steve was no longer working with 
the Cambridgeport School). In addition, when the Cambridge School Board restructured K-8 
schools to be K-5 schools in 2012, the school that the Cambridgeport students fed into has 
continued the portfolio process for 8th graders. This information was conveyed to Jill by Tsekai 
English, a teacher at Cambridgeport (email April 9, 2024).     
 
Jill is now retired from classroom teaching and focuses on teaching educators to own their and 
their schools’ improvement through inquiry.  She has taken the ideas from the PZ Portfolio project 
and used them for professional development for teachers and for school leaders, as described 
below. 
 
Teaching Portfolios 
In the 1980s, the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards began to use portfolio based 
assessment of teachers. They first agreed on what accomplished teaching looks like, and what 
every teacher should know and be able to do at each subject area and grade level. They then 
identified teachers who showed, through their teaching portfolios, having met these standards. Jill 
writes about this in her 2003 book, Improving the Quality of Teaching Through National Board 
Certification and in this 2011 article.   
 
The Board demonstrated that portfolio assessment for teachers could be valid and 
psychometrically rigorous, and Jill believes this has revolutionized the education profession. The 
Board began by reaching a consensus on what accomplished teaching looks like. They then 
identified teachers who met this standard as evidenced in their teaching portfolios containing 
videos of their teaching and their reflections on their own teaching and growth. Each teaching 
portfolio received a score. Those who meet a certain score become board certified; those who do 
not meet this level need to improve to get a higher score. Jill went through this process. She told us 
that 94 percent of teachers who go through this describe the process as a powerful learning 
experience. 
 
Turnaround Schools 
Jill has used portfolios and PZ protocols to help “Turnaround Schools.” These are schools that 
perform below the tenth percentile on test scores and have been told by the state that they must 
improve or be closed. Jill realized the importance of building a portfolio muscle in teachers at these 
schools as a way to get them to reflect on where they are now, where their students need them to 
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go, and what they should do to get there. This is framed as the process of “inquiry,” not a portfolio, 
but it has the same roots of examining evidence. By reflecting on each other’s teaching, Jill noted 
that teachers begin to establish stronger standards for themselves. Jill believes that by using an 
inquiry cycle, teachers learn to become stronger teachers. 
 
Leadership Portfolios 
Jill has also taken the portfolio method to the National Education Leadership Institute established 
in 2023 in Ghana to help schools develop strong leaders. Jill sees her work with PZ as providing 
strong roots for this new leadership work. Ghana, a relatively young country, does not yet have 
licensure or professional development requirements for education leaders. As a result, often school 
leaders have neither teaching nor leadership experience. A new learning and licensure program 
designed by Ghana ASCD, with Jill’s support as senior advisor, is being piloted for school leaders in 
2024. The leaders discuss readings for one weekend a month, engaging in protocols and 
collaborative conversations about what they are doing in their schools. They must complete a 
portfolio with nine tasks to demonstrate that their practice meets the standards described in the 
rubrics. In these tasks, they analyze their own leadership practice and develop a personal 
leadership plan, convene a team of stakeholders to look at data, identify a problem of practice, 
develop a plan to address it, and demonstrate communication and community engagement 
practices. Some may have to revise and resubmit their portfolios. Leaders come to see the power of 
these portfolios – they are not just a form of assessment but also a form of learning. This is a 
process, Jill said, that transforms these leaders so that they develop a learning mindset.  
 
Jill has written about developing school leaders in her 2018 book, Leading in Sync. She has written 
about using inquiry to develop teaching practice in her 2022 book, Uprooting Instructional Inequity. 
 
In the next chapter, I turn to the topic of student self-assessment. 
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Impact on PZ Young Researchers 
PZ has not only had an impact on schools and educators, but it also has had an enormous influence 
on the careers of young researchers. Heidi is a strong example. She built her scholarly career on the 
work she started at PZ and has published many peer-reviewed articles and book chapters which 
can be found via Google Scholar. In 2024 she was listed as among the world’s top cited scientists in 
a Stanford University Study. She has also created professional videos and a webinar with related 
electronic media, and these are listed in the references section of this report. 
 
This chapter concludes the section on assessing student work, and I turn next to a set of projects 
designed to help schools and other organizations make innovative changes. 
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FOSTERING INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE (begins in 1992) 
 
In the following section, seven chapters present approaches to helping schools and other kinds of 
organizations make broad institutional changes. 
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Chapter 29 
ATLAS Communities: Authentic Teaching, Learning, and 
Assessment for All Students:  
1992-2010 

The ATLAS Communities Project was founded in 1992 as a collaboration between four 
organizations that had been involved in school improvement efforts: Project Zero (with PI Howard 
Gardner), the Coalition of Essential Schools at Brown University (with PI Theodore Sizer), the 
School Development Program at Yale University (with PI James Comer), and the Education 
Development Center in Newton, Massachusetts (with PI Janet Whitla). This collaboration was one 
of the 11 groups funded by the New American Schools Development Corporation thanks to a gift 
of $500 million from philanthropist Walter Annenberg. These awards were given to develop new 
and innovative schools for the 21st century. The ATLAS Communities Project was an acronym for 
Authentic Teaching, Learning, and Assessment in Schools. The project is described through 
interviews with its major players in School Reform Behind the Scenes (McDonald, Hatch, Kirby, Ames, 
et al., 1999).  

This collaboration of four school improvement organizations was meant to result in one 
overarching innovative model for K-12 schools. The leaders spent the first year debating what they 
felt ATLAS graduates should know and be able to do. One year proved insufficient to resolve 
philosophical and implementation differences across the groups. Thus, after one year, further 
funding was secured to continue the debate, and the ATLAS Seminar was launched. Seminar 
members met on a monthly basis to explore the approaches and compatibility among each of the 
four organizations. At the same time, partnerships were formed with four different school districts: 
Gorham, Maine; Norfolk, Virginia; Prince George’s County, Maryland, and Lancaster, Pennsylvania 
(but this last site did not stay in the partnership). The researchers worked with at least one 
elementary, middle, and high school from each of these districts. These sequenced schools were 
called “pathways.”  

The Pathway Concept 
The pathway concept was key to the ATLAS change process. The pathway is both an organizational 
structure or feeder pattern of elementary, middle, and high schools and a conceptual ideal of the 
personalization of education through the development of a coherent program for each student 
going through the system. The ATLAS vision was to create model approaches in a set of such 
pathways, forming an academic community for students and their families, teachers, and 
administrators. Within this vision, curriculum, instruction, and assessment were aligned across 
grade levels and content areas, providing a consistent approach and continuity of the learning 
experience as students transitioned from primary to middle to high school. 

Contributions of Each Organization 
There were many points of agreement among the four organizations. They all valued a progressive, 
democratic, active-inquiry vision of what they considered to be authentic teaching, learning and 
assessment. Here is how long-time director Linda Gerstle described this general approach: 

245



…hands-on projects that embedded activities designed to challenge students to use their minds 
well. Using a guided inquiry approach, teachers explored among themselves what it means to 
teach for understanding and to build curriculum and instruction around essential questions and 
overarching themes. Performance based assessments, including performances of understanding 
and exhibitions of learning, were used not only to guide instruction but also to ensure that 
students met high standards established by the school [pathway] community. Members of the 
ATLAS community learned to use various documentation, evaluation, and self-assessment 
measures to track changes in student performance, including classroom observation, portfolios, on 
demand performance tasks, and public exhibitions at key points along the pathway. A system of 
professional development and leadership development opportunities was designed to foster 
ongoing inquiry, professional collaboration, and reflection. 
  

Each of the four organizations contributed specific expertise to this overarching, aspirational 
vision.  
 
The PZ team focused on Teaching for Understanding, creating Cultures of Thinking, and careful, 
routine examination of student work (following the ROUNDS model developed by Steve Seidel 
discussed in Chapter 26).  
 
The Coalition of Essential Schools (CES) had guiding principles that helped teachers focus on what 
was essential to know and be able to do. CES contributed a focus on depth vs. breadth (less is more) 
and demonstrations of mastery through exhibitions of learning.  
 
The School Development team contributed ideas about school governance as well as a 
developmental perspective on youth. A School Planning and Management Team managed change 
by reaching a broad consensus among teachers, administrators and parents and focusing on 
creating a positive school culture.  
 
The Education Development Center contributed their expertise in professional development that 
posited teacher collaboration and recursive planning cycles as a key to promoting a common vision 
and promoting a culture of change that could better respond to students’ needs. 
  

Resources Developed 
A set of resources was developed during these initial years that created a foundation which was 
enhanced and adapted over time as the later implementation phase took shape. Of particular 
importance was a curriculum planning tool whose framework was derived from PZ’s Teaching for 
Understanding and CES’s use of essential questions. While the specific content of the curriculum 
was left up to teachers, this framework guided teachers as they engaged in critical inquiry. 
  
A variety of protocols were introduced that were designed by both PZ and CES. In particular, the 
Looking At Student Work and Tuning Protocols (these are protocols to use to reflect on how a 
project is going) and their multiple derivatives remained core to the many ATLAS implementation 
adaptations that unfolded over a multi-year period.  
  

Philosophical Differences 
Despite a shared agreement about developing a progressive and authentic approach to teaching, 
learning, and assessment, a number of philosophical differences among the four groups were never 

246



fully resolved. A detailed discussion of these differences can be found in an article by Tom Hatch 
(1998), a PZ member who was part of the ATLAS project. Here is a brief excerpt from the abstract: 
 

Differences in the theories of action of these organizations contributed to significant 
disagreements over a number of key issues related to the process of change, the nature of the 
curriculum, and the shape of personal and organizational development. As a result, despite 
considerable funding, broad initial agreements, and good relationships at the highest levels, it was 
extremely difficult to make decisions and carry work out in a collaborative and efficient manner. 
(p. 3).    

 
One significant divide was over whether curricula should be inherently interdisciplinary (as argued 
by the CES team), or whether deep understanding required engaging with traditional disciplines 
such as history, biology, and geometry (as argued by the PZ team). Other disagreements included 
whether the curriculum should be driven by teacher and student interest or the demands of the 
disciplines, and the role that basic skills and standardized tests should play.  Each of the four groups 
had its own reform-oriented approaches and history. Ultimately the groups realized that it would 
be challenging and perhaps not possible for them to converge on one best school reform approach.  
  
The four groups decided to let these differences co-exist. As sociologist Nathan Glazer (1999) 
wrote:  
 

ATLAS became something of a smorgasbord of innovative approaches to teaching, and in effect, 
one or another element or group of elements was picked up by a school, or a group of teachers, or a 
teacher in a cooperating school, and developed into a program. (p. 174) 

 
Thus, instead of creating a design that could be put into place in any school, ATLAS developed a set 
of tools and resources that the schools involved could put together in whatever way they deemed 
best. In that sense, ATLAS most closely mirrored the approach of Project Zero, where schools can 
pick and choose which of a set of frameworks to adopt. 

 
The Research Phase and the Implementation Phase 
The four initial years of ATLAS constituted a phase of active collaboration and research among the 
four organizations and the three pilot sites. The funding from New American Schools was 
decreased and offset by federal dollars from the Obie Porter legislation, which sought to foster 
systematic approaches to school improvement. New American Schools combined its decrease in 
funding with contributed expertise to help ATLAS and the other grantees transition to independent 
self-sufficient organizations.  
 
Linda Gerstle (from Education Development Center) and Ron Walker (formerly principal of the 
Peabody School, a public elementary school in Cambridge, Massachusetts) took over the 
implementation phase of the project. Linda served as the Director of ATLAS from 2003-2010, and 
Ron as the Associate Director. This phase is discussed below in the section on impact. 
 

Impact: Reflections from Key Individuals Involved in the Implementation 
Phase 
Linda Gerstle 
Linda Gerstle talked to me about how the goal of this implementation phase was to scale up what 
had emerged from the research and development phase and to create a comprehensive, research-
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Patty’s role as site developer involved coaching teachers in TfU and in what it means to be a 
teacher-leader. She also did a great deal of mentoring of principals and others in the central office. 
Such mentoring included helping feeder patterns of schools work to develop a single school on 
multiple campuses. This included helping teachers from multiple levels develop relationships and 
consistent instructional practices across schools. This worked to reduce re-teaching concepts and 
lost instruction time. Patty also helped principals and central office leaders develop data-based 
decision making. Principals and teachers know that test scores can be misleading. Student work 
really shows the kind of thinking that students can and cannot do. But for principals to consider 
using student work, rather than just test scores, to understand how their school was performing 
and to inform instructional practice was a radically new way of thinking for principals and teachers.   
  
I asked Patty about challenges she faced. She said that initially teachers were resistant to changing 
practice and felt this was being forced on them by outside experts with no understanding of their 
particular students. However, once teachers really came to grasp ATLAS , they loved it, saying 
things like, “I’ve been waiting my whole career to do this kind of work.” 
  
Patty told me two stories to illustrate the importance of the pathways model when teachers were 
working to integrate TfU with their content area. In one district, high school science teachers 
complained that the incoming 9th graders lacked basic scientific knowledge. But when these 
teachers sat down with middle school science teachers, they realized that they were using different 
vocabulary for the same concepts. Thus, the 9th graders were not, after all, coming to high school 
unprepared in science. This would not have been discovered had the middle and high school 
teachers not been working together in a pathway. Relationships among teachers across primary, 
middle, and high school really do matter, Patty said. 
  
A second story she told was about how an elementary school teacher pushed middle and high 
school teachers to broaden the generative questions they were developing for a TfU lesson to 
allow for greater exploration. Again, this would not have occurred if teachers at all three levels 
were not working together to align the way that they implemented TfU. 
  
Despite the transience of the ATLAS school model, Patty said that ATLAS had a profound effect on 
her own practice. After she left ATLAS, she worked in the Clover Park School District in 
Washington, where she implemented many of the ATLAS ideas, working with an innovative 
superintendent. But once that superintendent left, “things fell apart.” Later, when at the University 
of Washington, she used many ATLAS practices in her work with schools across the country. These 
included using protocols to look at student work, using Visible Thinking Routines to deepen 
conceptual understanding, and developing relationships within and across schools. 
  
Bottom line: If one were to go to any of the schools that had been an ATLAS school, the specific 
structures set up by ATLAS (e.g., pathways, whole faculty study groups) would no longer be there. 
But one would still see instructional traces. Teachers who were involved with ATLAS would not 
have reverted to their pre-ATLAS practices, Patty said with confidence. Because to change a 
teacher’s practice, you have to change that teacher’s thinking. Once that happens, no teacher goes 
back to what they were doing before. 
 
Ron Walker 
Ron Walker had similar things to say about the impact of ATLAS. When I asked him how he would 
describe the overall orientation of ATLAS, he talked about the importance of the idea of a pathway 
from pre-K to 12th grade that allowed teachers to come to really know their students.  For 

250



example, middle school teachers would talk to elementary teachers about their new students, 
finding out what had and had not worked for these students in elementary school. The pathway 
was also a way to knit the school and community (including parents) together. For a teacher to 
know a child, he said, it was crucial for the teacher to have a relationship with the child’s family (a 
key belief of James Comer). The glue of ATLAS, he said, was relationships. Relationships matter. He 
also spoke to the belief that every student, including the most vulnerable, deserved a rich 
education that would draw out their talents. 
 
When I asked Ron what he saw as the most important practices recommended by ATLAS, he talked 
about assessing children in terms of student-led demonstrations and exhibitions of mastery; 
making learning a collaborative effort between learner and teacher; and making learning authentic 
rather than force-fed. 

Why, I asked him, were there no visible traces today of ATLAS in the schools where ATLAS 
practices were implemented? ATLAS worked with these schools in the 1990s, he said, 30  years 
ago. Of course, today’s principals and teachers would not have been around when ATLAS was 
implemented in their schools. However, he believes that ATLAS had a deep influence on the 
individuals on the ATLAS team as well as on the individual teachers and principals they worked 
with. ATLAS ideas lingered in superintendents (like visionary superintendent Tim McCormack, 
from Gorham, Maine), principals, and teachers, some of whom went on to be education consultants. 
The protocols for looking at student work were aggregated from those developed by Sizer and 
those from PZ, and these are still being used by many of the individuals involved with ATLAS, Ron 
said with certainty. He mentioned Gene Thompson-Grove, now a consultant working with schools, 
who uses ATLAS protocols. 

In 2007-8, after Ron left ATLAS, he founded a national non-profit called COSEBOC (Coalition of 
Schools Educating Boys of Color). He said that ATLAS had a direct influence on this organization in 
its rejection of rote learning. Pedro Noguera, then a professor at Harvard’s Graduate School of 
Education, now the Dean of the University of Southern California’s Rossier School of Education, 
helped to build COSEBOC, and Pedro himself was very influenced by ATLAS, Ron told me. 

Gene Thompson-Grove 
Gene Thompson-Grove worked with Sizer’s Coalition of Essential Schools and was involved with 
ATLAS from its beginning. She described her time with the Coalition and with ATLAS as a “very 
heady time.” The boundaries between the Coalition and ATLAS were porous, she said. Before 
working for the Coalition, her goal had been to become a middle school principal. But after working 
with the Coalition (as well as the Annenberg Institute for School Reform and ATLAS), her mission 
changed: she became passionate about working with adults (teachers and principals) with the goal 
of fostering school reform. Two practices that the Coalition brought to ATLAS have stuck with her 
and shaped her work with educators: providing a structure for conversations about student work 
through the use of agreed upon protocols; and the importance of “critical friends groups” in order 
for learning in professional development to lead to changes in practice. What has stayed with her 
the most from her time with ATLAS was the importance of working intentionally and purposefully 
with principals. 
 
Gene found Steve Seidel’s Collaborative Assessment Protocol (discussed in Chapter 26) especially 
powerful for framing in-depth conversations about teaching and learning (and leading). In the late 
1990s, she and David Allen (also from the Coalition) coordinated the National Looking at Student 
Work Consortium, inviting all those who had developed protocols to learn from one another.     
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The Coalition also brought to ATLAS the idea of the “critical friends group.” The key idea is that 
teachers and principals change their practice when they collaborate with someone who holds them 
accountable to carrying out the goals they want to achieve. Without such a “critical friend,” one 
could all too easily slip back into old practices.  
  
Gene worked with principals through the ATLAS Principal’s Institute directed by Ron Walker, 
which convened yearly at a different ATLAS school site. During these institutes, participants used 
protocols to look at student work, and each participant had an “accountability partner.” 
  
Protocols and critical friends group go hand in hand, Gene said. Protocols create a “holding 
environment where you meet people without judgment. The holding environment stays in place 
after the meeting to hold people accountable.” But you hold people accountable by offering to help, 
not by judging them. 
  
After ATLAS disbanded, Gene worked for Ron’s organization,, COSEBOC, and for the Perrone-
Sizer Institute for Creative Leadership whose core values included “continuous reflection” and 
“Listening and communicating regularly, proactively, clearly, and inspirationally to engage hearts 
and minds for action.” Wherever she has worked since ATLAS, she has brought her belief in the 
power of deep collaboration. Through it, one learns things one could not have learned on one’s 
own: the power of dialogue; the power of questioning; the power of working with people with 
different viewpoints; the power of slowing down, observing, making inferences, and only then 
devising a practical implementation plan. “If teachers and principals are not learning,” she said, 
“then the kids are not learning.”  
  
She also believes deeply in the power of looking at student work. She attributes this deceptively 
simple idea to Steve Seidel’s Collaborative Assessment Conference, which she participated in, and 
to which she regularly sent colleagues. She said that when teachers say that they learned 
something that changed their practice, this can always be traced back to the experience of group 
reflection on student work. It is this kind of slowing down together and attending shows you who 
the student really is. (This was also an unpublished finding from a study carried out with the 
Annenberg Institute for School Reform.) 
  
Gene pointed out to me that  a large and interconnected community of educators emerged in the 
late- 1980s from ATLAS, Sizer’s Coalition of Essential Schools, and the Annenberg Institute for 
School Reform. Many individuals in these three organizations formed new, like-minded 
organizations. One especially influential organization initiated in the 2000s was the School Reform 
Initiative. Others included the Center for Leadership and Equity in Education and the Perrone-
Sizer Institute for Creative Leadership.  
 
 
 
Brenda Artwell 
At the start of our interview about ATLAS, Brenda Artwell said, “Project Zero changed me”. But I 
learned from our interview that she had what I would call a PZ mindset before she came into 
contact with PZ. She was always open to new approaches to engage both students and teachers to 
help them learn. 
 
Brenda was a teacher, teacher support facilitator, and then a middle school principal in 
Philadelphia. had begun working with the Coalition for Essential Schools when Ron Walker and 
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Linda Gerstle invited her to join ATLAS at the beginning of the project. “I loved ATLAS,” she said. 
(After the project ended, she joined Ron Walker’s COSEBOC). 
 
Brenda’s role was to introduce ATLAS to superintendents, principals, and teachers in Philadelphia, 
Boston, Detroit, and New York City. (She also did some work in Rochester and Seattle.) She found 
the New York City schools the most challenging, “not a place to work in if you are a weakling.” She 
provided professional development to teachers, principals, and superintendents, introducing 
protocols for looking at student work, thinking routines, and Teaching for Understanding. Her goal 
more broadly was to get teachers to design lessons based on learning as a social activity. In such 
lessons, students engage in conversations with one another about how they are learning, and the 
teacher serves as the facilitator and knows how to ask the “right” questions. Brenda provided large, 
all school professional development, but then worked with teachers in study groups. “We were not 
changing curriculum,” she said, “but changing the way teachers thought about teaching and the 
ways children learn.” 
 
She told me that TfU was more difficult for teachers to grasp compared to thinking routines. Why? 
Because TfU required them to change their conceptions of teaching. They had to change their view 
about understanding; it was not just demonstrated when students got the right answer on a test. 
They had to grapple with what understanding really means. Thinking routines were easier for 
teachers to embrace, because they are straightforward and required less of a “shakeup” in the daily 
instructional routine. 
 
Nonetheless, teachers were often initially skeptical about the value of thinking routines, concerned 
that they take up too much time, that students would not benefit, and that there was no way to 
“test” for any learning outcomes. But Brenda encouraged them to try thinking routines out and had 
them working together in study groups, bringing student work to discuss. She started with the most 
open-minded teachers, and they helped bring in the more resistant ones. After a while, she said, 
they began to “get it,” and some of the most resistant ones sometimes became the biggest 
supporters. Brenda was also able to persuade resistant principals and some superintendents. 

She also said that TfU would have been more difficult for teachers to grasp if they had not already 
been introduced to thinking routines. Thinking routines changed their mindset and caused them to 
be more open to TfU. 

Teachers, Brenda said, had to move from a test mentality to an assessment mentality. Testing is 
about facts and typically involves multiple choice questions. Assessment, she said, “changes how 
you teach, because you are assessing all the time as you listen to a student’s process of learning.” 
Teachers learned to reflect on what their students said and to be alert to whether students 
understood or not. This allowed them to think about when to move on to the next level of 
understanding and how to get students there. Since teachers were no longer siloed, they could 
discuss all of this with others. Working in groups provided support that helped teachers improve 
their teaching as well as student learning. 

Every summer, all of the ATLAS teachers (funded by their schools) convened in a days-long summer 
institute held in or near one of the cities in which ATLAS was working. The institutes focused on 
protocols to look at student work, thinking routines, and TfU. The teachers presented examples 
from their teaching that demonstrated how they were using protocols to look at student work, and 
how they were using thinking routines and TfU. “They saw breakthroughs,” Brenda said. Many 
ATLAS teachers also came to the PZC summer institute. 
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I asked Brenda what kind of impact ATLAS had on teachers and principals. She has remained 
friends with a number of the ATLAS teachers, and she said that these teachers never forgot what 
they learned from ATLAS. After ATLAS ended, many of the teachers became principals and  
incorporated the ATLAS frameworks into their schools. However, many of these principals are now 
retired, and Brenda said that she did not know whether the ATLAS frameworks could still be seen 
today in their schools.  

Each ATLAS PI brought something different to the table. For James Comer, it was the idea of 
connecting schools to community and parents. For Theodore Sizer, it was the idea of exhibitions of 
mastery. For Howard, it was the idea of teaching for understanding with essential questions, as well 
as the idea of how individual students learn differently. For Janet Whitla, it was the models of 
practice developed over the years at EDC. There was a “constant mix and churning” of ideas, Ron 
said, as they sought to weave a carpet together. Some districts adopted the Comer ideas; in other 
districts (such as Gorham, Maine), the PZ ideas worked better. Some school leaders were already 
inclined in one of these directions, and for them, Ron Walker told me, ATLAS was like “manna from 
heaven.” 

Gene Thompson-Grove told me something that Sizer said to her about school reform – which she 
paraphrased as “school reform organizations come and go, but what stays are the people.” The core 
ideas of ATLAS stayed with Gene, and she took them with her in all of her educational consulting 
work post-ATLAS. This echoed what I heard from Linda Gerstle, Patty Maxfield, Ron Walker, and 
Brenda Artwell – that while there are no “ATLAS” schools anymore, the individuals involved in 
ATLAS were profoundly changed, and ATLAS lived on in their practice. 

In the next chapter, I describe a project designed to foster organizational change in a variety of 
kinds of institutions, including business organizations. 
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2010-11:  The Effective Collective   
2011-12:  Developing Wisdom in Organizations   
2012-13:  Learning from Work   
2013-14:  Unlearning to Learn   
2014-15:  Flexpertise: Developing Adaptive Practices in Organization  
2015-16:  Managing Complexity 
2016-17:  Adaptive Cultures  
2017-18:  Emergence in Organizations  
2018-19:  Collective Mindfulness  
2019-20:  Ecologies of Learning  
2020-21:  System Leadership  
2021-22:  The Human Factor: Agency, Belonging and Connection from the Inside Out and       

Outside In  
2022-23:  Placemaking – Designing Organizational Attractors 
2023-24:  Learning on the Edge 
2024-25:  Navigating the Cs of Change 
2025-26: Resilience in the Age of AI 
  
Four two-day gatherings are held each year, focusing on a topic relevant to the theme being 
explored. In between these gatherings there are several short online meetings and discussions, 
often with presentations from guest speakers. Participants are provided research briefings and 
book summaries that synthesize the latest research and thinking on the topic from a variety of 
disciplines. Members discuss, share their challenges and receive feedback. After the gathering, 
members receive comprehensive documentation of key ideas and discussions, and articles that 
recap central insights. The guest speakers, typically scholars also involved with very practical issues 
in organizations, continue participation and conversation throughout the meetings rather than just 
stepping in for their presentations and disappearing. 
 
During the year, members also engage in monthly conference calls to discuss issues of practice that 
members are facing. A website accessible only to members, includes the 25 years of briefing 
documents for all of the events that LILA has hosted since its inception in 2000.  
 
The final of the four gatherings, held at the end of each academic year, recaps and synthesizes 
insights and progress made during the year. Member organizations can send several additional 
representatives to this gathering. The gathering also includes LILA alumni and faculty guests.  

 
What Has Been Learned 
LILA has thus far hosted over 95 gatherings and produced research briefings and insight articles on 
themes around knowledge, organizational effectiveness, learning, collaboration, and leadership in 
organizations. As just one example of what has been learned, it takes 25 percent of people using a 
new convention to spur wide-spread adoption within an organization.This process can be speeded 
up via homogeneous grouping in which two or more people interact. This and other practical 
insights about organizational change can be seen here, on these ten “Adaptive Culture Cards.” The 
front side of each card shares an overview of a particular idea and the back side offers questions for 
individual or group reflection or conversation. 
 

Impact 
Testimonials from participants in 2024-5 follow: 
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What truly sets LILA apart is the quality of the dialogue and the intentional blending of theory and 
practice. The community fosters a spirit of inquiry and experimentation that encourages real-world 
application, not just conceptual understanding. That, combined with the caliber of participants and 
facilitators, makes LILA a uniquely valuable experience. 
  
Robb Virgin – Assistant Superintendent at Eden Prairie Schools, Eden Prairie Schools 
After completing my PhD, I was seeking a community with a diverse set of experiences across 
sectors, a commitment to learning at the highest levels, openness to new ideas, and a nexus 
between research and practice. LILA proved to be the perfect fit for me. By understanding the 
different dynamics of change, we have accelerated key initiatives while also improving 
organizational health. We have also adopted learning designs and facilitation strategies that have 
increased employee engagement. I’ve been part of excellent learning communities throughout my 
career, and LILA is a distinctly different experience, characterized by its interdisciplinary nature, 
the back-and-forth relationship between learning and application, and a professional community 
approach to human development. 
 
Muna Hamza, Director Strategy and Innovation, General Motors 
LILA is so unique because of the combination of stretch thinking and practical insights. It’s a 
privilege to have such incredible speakers, hands-on learnings work and incredible network of 
contacts all so thoughtfully pulled together. I consistently learn as much from the content as I do 
from how the meeting is curated and facilitated. The moment you discover it, you know it’s just a 
very special community! 
 
T.J. Linz, VP HR and Organizational Development, Doka 
LILA has been such a refreshing and rewarding experience to stay connected to academia at such a 
prestigious level. Coupled with all the talented practitioners in similar fields as mine, this has been 
instrumental to me in helping to shape my thinking outside of the traditional box.  
Specifically, the theme of Navigating the Cs of Change was very relevant as my organization 
navigates a BANI world in the global construction industry. From internal strategic step-changes to 
cultural evolution in responding to disruption and at times internal crisis; the LILA community 
offers a welcomed, refreshing perspective in navigating these challenges.  
 
Leading a “Learning Round” where a LILA member brings in an actual strategic initiative is 
especially helpful as the challenge I shared was happening in real-time. The member input was 
extremely insightful and we ended up incorporating many of the inputs and feedback in our 
planning and execution process.  
 
I make a concerted effort to connect with each of the visiting faculty members through social 
media. Many faculty members share excerpts of their work online which helps me stay connected 
and open-minded to new concepts and ideas.   
 
I have been part of other professional development groups. What stands out most the most about 
LILA is that it blends academia w/ practice by facilitating a scholar-practitioner approach to 
learning and development. The quality of the member organizations has always stood out to me, we 
have such a great blend of industries and disciplines in the room, which makes the learning 
experience so much stronger. The care and thoughtfulness of the faculty and staff who make LILA 
happen is astounding! None of this is possible without them. The thoughtful curation of visiting 
academics whose research is relevant for many of the challenges we face in practice is great. 
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Tony Bond, Chief Innovation Officer, Great Place to Work, USA 
LILA continues to be a great experience for me, both personally and professionally. It’s been an 
honor to be part of this dynamic community that has contributed greatly to my development as a 
leader. Being able to learn from carefully curated thought leaders and having exposure to cutting-
edge research has provided me with much-needed tools to navigate the complexity of today’s work 
environment. The opportunity to connect with a cohort of great leaders across industries has 
stretched my thinking and, along the way, has helped me develop lasting relationships. 
 
From my first engagement, where we explored the power of reflection on learning, to the most 
recent theme of the 4 Cs of Change, I’ve had the opportunity to weave these concepts into our 
executive team’s strategic discussions, which has influenced our approach to several initiatives 
across the organization. I’ve been able to invite guest faculty such as Damon Centola and Amy 
Edmondson into several high-profile initiatives, and their work continues to influence our approach 
with clients. At our most recent Summit, we hosted an Employee Resource Group experience for 
over 450 employees representing 171 companies and used Damon Centola’s concepts around how 
to leverage social networks to assist ERGs in impacting business strategies. 
Compared to other professional communities, LILA takes a much more creative approach to 
organizing people and content. It utilizes modalities that connect to all your senses—auditory and 
visual. There’s a great balance between receiving information and carving out time to have deep 
discussions with members on how the learning can be applied. I’ve also been impressed with how 
the LILA team curates resources, such as the harvest documents and guest faculty content, in a way 
that is easily accessible and becomes a toolkit that can be leveraged going forward. 
  
The next chapter examines a project dedicated to helping a cluster of schools in Australia make 
significant changes.  
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during implementation, the four principles serve as a consistent mindset for how change is 
approached and discussed. 
  
An example of this work in action was the school’s uniform reform, a highly visible change that 
spanned multiple years. Drawing on the Change-Friendly principle, the leadership team designed a 
phased three-year rollout that minimized disruption and eliminated unnecessary costs for families. 
For Visibility, the leadership team created brochures, static displays, and consistent updates in 
staff meetings. Social engagement was prioritized through community forums and surveys, which 
directly influenced final design decisions. Finally, when unexpected challenges emerged, such as a 
supplier failure, the Emergence principle provided the flexibility to adapt and stay responsive. The 
result was a smooth and widely celebrated transition. “It was a complete success,” Stephen shared, 
“and our confidence in future changes has grown because of it.” 
  
Reflecting on earlier experiences, Stephen contrasted this with a failed uniform change years 
earlier that lacked transparency, community involvement, and communication. “It felt secretive,” 
he recalled. “This time, it was completely different.” Staff who had participated in both initiatives 
reported a marked difference in process and morale, citing collective trust and buy-in as key 
improvements. 
  
The Idea Into Action models and toolkits have also influenced how Beaconhills approaches other 
complex reforms –from mobile phone policies to digital infrastructure. One key insight has been 
the need to “hold ideas lightly” and treat emerging developments as opportunities rather than 
setbacks. This mindset, grounded in the Emergence principle, encourages reflection and course 
correction when better alternatives arise. Stephen emphasized that the model has helped shift the 
school from a focus solely on execution to one that values mindset and process. While Beaconhills 
had strong project management systems, the Idea Into Action framework filled a critical gap: “We 
didn’t have a mindset around how to manage change.” 
  
One challenge Stephen identified was the initial rollout of the framework to the leadership team. A 
brief introduction wasn’t enough; deeper understanding required time, conversation, and 
collaborative interpretation. “I handed it out in a booklet and said, ‘Let me know if you have 
questions.’ That didn’t work.” In hindsight, he advises schools to create intentional spaces for 
unpacking each principle and reflecting on their relevance to real work. 
  
Looking ahead, Stephen sees the Idea Into Action framework as vital in today’s increasingly 
complex educational landscape. “Schools can’t afford to just react,” he said. “We need proactive 
change leaders who know how to lead, reflect, and adapt. This model gives us the foresight and 
language to do that.” 
 
Camberwell Girls School, Australia 
Charlotte Forwood is the Director of Learning, Design, and Development at Camberwell Girls 
Grammar School (CGGS), a Pre-K–12 school in Victoria, Australia. The school’s involvement with 
Project Zero’s Idea into Action initiative began in 2018 through an unexpected opportunity. While 
Charlotte was in Boston for a fellowship at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, her principal, 
Debbie Dunwoody, was also there, participating in PZ’s Leading Learning That Matters project. 
During their visit, Debbie invited Charlotte to a meeting with Flossie. At that meeting, Flossie 
mentioned that a school had dropped out of the Idea into Action project, and Charlotte and Debbie 
quickly volunteered for CGGS to step in. 
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Reflecting on how the Eco Toolkits aligned with her school’s approach to change, Charlotte 
emphasized their flexibility and inclusivity. “What I really liked,” she said, “is that you could look 
really big picture … but there are also tools that … staff who are in the classroom [could] be 
engaging with as well.” The toolkit offered accessible entry points for classroom teachers as well as 
high-level tools for leadership – well-suited to CGGS’s philosophy of involving staff meaningfully in 
the change process. 

Charlotte shared a major instructional change initiative where the toolkit played a key role. When 
she joined CGGS in 2018, she found that junior school teachers had varied and unaligned 
approaches to reading and writing instruction. To address this, the team used the Change Roles tool 
to identify key influencers in the staff community. One particularly influential teacher was invited 
to become a change champion. “They were very excited to be part of that,” Charlotte recalled. 
Remarkably, the teacher voluntarily removed classroom materials that no longer aligned, without 
being asked to do so. 

Sustainability beyond individual leadership was a core priority for Charlotte. The tools helped the 
team monitor role shifts over time and design targeted professional learning. One strategy 
involved making staff mindsets and feedback visible. “We made really giant, big pieces of paper … 
and had them in the staff room area, and we got staff to come and … write their questions and their 
responses.” This public display helped surface concerns and created a sense of shared direction. 

One challenge was making time for reflection, Charlotte noted. Charlotte and her colleagues 
recorded conversations about how they used the tools and shared them with Flossie and David. 
“We found those really useful … but sometimes it was just about finding the time to actually sit 
down and have those conversations.” She emphasized that reflection was a vital part of the 
process. 

Charlotte also credited Flossie’s guidance and presence as essential to the project’s success. “She 
brings a huge amount of energy to whatever she does … and she always brings out the best in 
people.” Even when the team felt they had little to report, Flossie met them with encouragement 
and understanding. “She would acknowledge that was just a period of time where we just had other 
priorities.” 

Finally, Charlotte emphasized the importance of visibility and transparency throughout the change 
process. “A really important part of using the tools is … making them really large and visible … so 
people can come and go and see what other people’s responses are.” This approach, she noted, 
reflected PZ’s principle of Making Thinking Visible – a practice that helped build shared ownership 
and trust across the school community. 

Girton Grammar School, Victoria, Australia 
Emma O’Rielly is the Principal of Girton Grammar School, an independent school in Victoria, 
Australia. Her school’s engagement with Project Zero’s Idea into Action framework began in 2018, 
when then-principal Matthew Maruff joined a Harvard study tour and connected with Flossie and 
David. Inspired by the conversations and the opportunity to be part of something formative, the 
school chose to participate in piloting the Idea into Action tools. 
  
For Emma, the decision was driven by a deep belief in continuous school improvement. “I’m never 
satisfied with things as they are,” she said. “I think we need to evolve and change and adapt 
constantly, because the world around us is doing that.” While valuing school traditions, Emma 
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challenged her staff to reflect on whether longstanding practices continued to serve students well. 
“Are we doing things because they’re meaningful – or just because we’ve always done them that 
way?” Emma saw Idea into Action not just as a set of tools, but as a scaffold to navigate the often 
chaotic terrain of change in schools. What appealed to her most was the framework’s grounding in 
the ecologies of change – a metaphor that deeply resonated with her own background. “Everything 
interacts with everything else,” she explained. “You need to constantly be reviewing how that’s 
going, what tweaks are needed, how people are taking to it, what problems have emerged.” For 
Emma, the ecological lens offered a realistic and empowering way to approach change – not as a 
one-time event, but as an evolving process that must be monitored, adapted, and sustained. 
  
One of the most ambitious projects supported by the Idea into Action framework at Girton was the 
transformation of the school’s reporting system. For years, teachers had produced detailed written 
reports at the end of each semester, a practice that was time-consuming and the feedback provided 
was too late to be actionable. The school moved instead to a model of continuous online reporting, 
where assessment feedback was delivered in real time. “It wasn’t very effective to provide 
feedback after the event,” Emma explained. “This new system gave students and parents more 
timely, specific insight into learning.” Implementing the shift across a teaching staff of 150 people 
meant overcoming both technical and cultural challenges. “You’re asking them to move away from 
something they’ve done for 25 years,” she said. “They weren’t familiar with the new software or the 
pedagogical shift to timely, formative feedback.” Tools from the Idea into Action framework proved 
vital here. One in particular, which was focused on stakeholder mapping, helped the leadership 
team identify who needed to be engaged, when, and how. “That was really useful,” Emma noted. 
“We used a heap of tools for that project.” 
  
The framework was also instrumental in launching a new Teacher Growth Process: a school-wide 
initiative that encouraged educators to reflect on and improve their teaching through action 
research, rather than being subjected to top-down performance management. From the outset, 
Emma’s team used the Idea into Action toolkit to guide this initiative. They piloted different 
student feedback surveys through short innovation cycles, using structured evaluation to decide 
which to keep and which to abandon. “We would try something in a little cycle, see if it worked, and 
then either let that idea go or refine it further,” she said. The program faced a pause during the 
COVID years but resumed in 2022 and remains active in 2025 with only minor adjustments. 
  
While Girton Grammar has not maintained regular communication with Project Zero in recent 
years, the impact of Idea into Action continues to shape its culture and systems. “Schools are 
constantly adapting,” Emma said. “It can be overwhelming. But the work that Project Zero has done 
– it helps.” Looking ahead, she hopes that efforts to support schools in meaningful change will 
continue to grow. For Emma, leadership is not about imposing change but about nurturing growth 
rooted in reflection, responsive to context, and sustained by collective effort. 
 
Although Michelle left her role as CEO of ISV in 2024, both of these frameworks appear to be 
continuing to have an influence. PZ has sought to maximize the chances that PZ-inspired changes 
will be sustained after a project ends by publishing freely available frameworks and toolkits. 
 
In the next chapter, I examine Creating Communities of Innovation in the United Arab Emirates. 
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Chapter 32 
Creating Communities of Innovation: United Arab Emirates 
2016-2019 
 
 
 
Creating Communities of Innovation (CCI) took place in the United Arab Emirates, focusing on 
working with educators to support inquiry-based innovative changes in their schools. A related 
project, Creating Communities of Inquiry (Chapter 32, 33), took place in Peru, and a third related 
project, Envisioning Innovation in Education (Chapter 34), took place in Hong Kong. These projects 
share the view that inquiry-driven innovation is made possible by developing agency and autonomy 
in teachers and students. All use methods of working in small groups, slow looking, reflection, try-
share-revise cycles, and constructive feedback. All three use tools from other PZ projects, including 
thinking routines and documentation. 
 
In this chapter I focus on Creating Communities of Innovation in the United Arab Emirates. The 
project overview can be downloaded here. The frameworks, tools, and case studies developed by 
this project (many of which can be downloaded) are described in detail in the resultant book, 
Inquiry-Driven Innovation: A Practical Guide to Supporting School-Based Change (Dawes Duraisingh & 
Sachdeva, 2021).  
 
In 2015, GEMS Education (an international company that operates independent schools) asked PZ 
to help them promote innovation within the GEMS network of schools in the United Arab Emirates. 
Together, GEMS and PZ established the Creating Communities of Innovation project, led by Liz 
Dawes Duraisingh and Edward Clapp from 2016-2019, with Andrea Sachdeva as Senior Project 
Manager. The researchers began to work with eight study groups of teachers from seven K-12 
schools in the GEMS network. The emphasis was on supporting teachers to take more initiative to 
make changes in their own practice to improve teaching and learning for students. 
 
The seven participating schools served different populations from very different communities and 
had quite varying tuition. They also used different pedagogies – following American, British, IB, and 
Indian curricula. The project therefore involved intercultural exchange and allowed for the 
development of materials relevant to a variety of curricular and cultural contexts.      
  
In a second phase, another seven schools were added, and the researchers worked with TELLAL, a 
professional development provider for these schools. Through TELLAL, the researchers conducted 
workshops for principals and teacher leaders, with about 50 participants in each workshop.   
  
Innovation was broadly defined to include anything new to those teachers or schools.   
The study groups developed, piloted, implemented, and scaled innovations that included shifting 
kindergarten classrooms from a traditional, teacher-centered approach to a Reggio-inspired 
approach; developing a school-wide and subject-wide critical thinking framework; developing new 
interdisciplinary and design-based curricula; and introducing PZ thinking routines across the 
curriculum using student-led thinking routine squads to promote the practice.   
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The GEMS Legacy school in Dubai (previously called Kindergarten Starters school) was one of the 
seven schools that Edward Clapp, Liz Dawes Duraisingh, and Andrea Sachdeva began working with 
in 2016. GEMS Legacy charges a relatively low tuition fee and follows the Indian curriculum. 
However, the school serves not only Indian children but those from other countries, including the 
Philippines, Kenya, Nigeria, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Nepal, Iran, Tajikistan, Indonesia, and Tanzania. 
  
I spoke to Asha Alexander, who took over the school in 2011 when it was known as The 
Kindergarten Starters and functioned as a primary school. In 2021, the school transitioned into a K-
12 school known as GEMS Legacy School. Asha was hired with the mandate to improve the school 
academically. The school followed a typical transmission model – teacher led, teacher in front of 
the class, students sitting at desks in rows. Asha inherited teachers who had been at the school for 
20 years and had always taught this way. She knew that she would have to win over these teachers 
to a new way of teaching. She wanted a complete sea change – inquiry-driven education using 
digital resources instead of textbooks, teaching coding starting with kindergarten, with no 
remnants of the old ways continuing on. Parents were upset about the lack of a textbook; some 
teachers were angry and some left, but Asha held her ground, meeting and explaining her thinking 
to teachers and parents and asking for one year to show what could happen. At the end of one year, 
both parents and teachers realized that learning had not been compromised. At that point Asha 
visited the Reggio Emilia schools to learn more about open-ended exploration, with children 
leading the learning. 
  
Five years into running the school, Asha learned of the opportunity to work with the CCI team from 
PZ, and she jumped at this opportunity. Over the course of two years, the PZ team (Edward Clapp, 
Liz Dawes Duraisingh, and Andrea Sachdeva) visited the school twice a year. They asked the 
teachers what changes they wanted to make and helped them brainstorm new ideas. Teachers 
formed themselves into study groups, meeting regularly to share new practices. During their visits, 
PZ also brought all seven Dubai schools together to share their change-making. This is described in 
this Inquiry-Driven Innovation (Duraisingh & Sachdeva, 2021) and this downloadable toolkit. 
  
Asha’s overall goal for CCI at Kindergarten Starters was to help teachers reexamine and innovate 
in their practice. Working with PZ helped Asha do just that. One of the main tools she introduced 
was the use of thinking routines. These were a “huge hit,” with everyone from kindergarten on up 
now using them. Parents were invited to visit classes. Both parents and teachers were surprised to 
see very young children debating using the Tug of War routine and using routines to explain their 
thinking. The school also developed interdisciplinary learning (including STEAM projects) and 
problem-based learning – where students identify a problem in their country that they want to 
solve and then design a possible intervention. 
  
Asha told us that her teachers were her resources. “I changed their mindset,” she said, noting that 
teachers had learned how to become facilitators. Change, she said, must be based on trust. She was 
always transparent, always listened to their suggestions, and she told teachers to experiment, 
which meant allowing for making mistakes. She told them that no change comes all neatly 
packaged; change is chaotic at first, and that is okay. “I said to teachers, ‘Be fearless, I’m there to 
back you up.’” With their new mindsets, teachers realized that they could make change. That is a 
powerful feeling.  
  
Now the teachers are empowered and no longer need Asha, who has gradually taken a backseat as 
the teachers have taken ownership of inquiry-based innovation. “I don’t make the changes 
anymore,” she said. “The teachers and students do.” 
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The changes that Asha has brought about via inquiry-driven innovation have remained at the 
school even though the CCI project has concluded. After PZ’s involvement with the school ended, 
the PZ team asked Asha to share what she had accomplished with all of the 45 GEMS Education 
schools in the Middle East. People in India often reach out to Asha asking how they can get in touch 
with PZ, and Asha puts them in touch with Liz. 
  
Asha told her teachers that they would continue to create communities of inquiry without PZ’s 
leadership. She guided her teachers to innovate in the area of climate change. She became certified 
in educating about climate change through UN CC:Learn, The One United Nations Climate Change 
Learning Partnership, and has gone on to get all of her teachers certified. They then invited other 
schools to become hub schools on sustainability, and they now have connections with schools in 
India, Indonesia, Italy, Kazakhstan, Lithuania, and Malawi. According to Asha, CCI helped create a 
climate in which teachers could develop and try out new ideas on their own. They had become 
change-makers. Even teachers who have left the school, she said, remain changemakers. 
  
Anyone at her school who wants to innovate is allowed to build a community of innovation. Any 
new idea is researched by a group of teachers who then present it to the rest of the school and the 
corporate office for approval. They have learned how to carry out and to present research. 
  
After seeing what Asha did with the hub schools around climate education, teachers inspired their 
students to teach children from difficult backgrounds, for example, girls who are not allowed to go 
to school or orphans. Under the supervision of their teachers, students teach these children math 
and literacy as well as issues about the environment. The students learn from this and ask, for 
example, why some girls are not allowed to go to school. They know this is wrong, and they talk to 
their parents about it. 
   
Asha said what she learned from working with the CCI team is this: Change flows from leadership. 
The leader must be brave – otherwise innovation will not flourish. She also learned that if you 
empower 30-40 percent of teachers, they will drive the change. We support them, holding their 
hand, until they can take charge. But they must get the rest of the school to really understand what 
they are trying to do. We need more communities of innovation around the world—these can 
create ripple effects. 
 
Wellington International School, Dubai   
Until 2020, Nick Bruce was Deputy Head Teacher at the Wellington International School in Dubai, 
which is part of the GEMS school network. Wellington is an IB school using the British curriculum. 
 
Nick began to work with the CCI team in 2016. Wellington International School (WIS) became one 
of the seven schools in the GEMS network brought together for four years to work with the PZ 
Creating Communities of Innovation team. (A description of the school’s work with CCI starts on p. 
36 of the CCI toolkit). The culmination of this work was the CCI Toolkit, and Nick is now using these 
innovation tools at the International School of the Hague to help develop their online professional 
development hub, called ISH Academy. CCI helped them to reflect about what these two schools 
needed and how to get there. 
One of the tools Nick has used is the Population, Innovation, Outcome tool, described in detail in 
the toolkit (starting on p. 60). WIS identified a need for strengthening critical thinking skills in 
students in years 7-9 (ages 10-13) and developed a critical thinking framework consisting of six 
components called WISical Thinking (a play on the school’s acronym, WIS). Study groups created a 
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Theory of Action diagram to connect current practice to new practices to achieve the long-term 
outcome. Nick spoke about using the Sweet Spot of Innovation tool to discover the school’s 
maximum threshold for change 
  
International School at The Hague, Netherlands  
In 2020, Nick joined the International School (ISH) at The Hague, Netherlands as Head Deputy 
Teacher. In 2023, Nick created a professional development hub for school faculty called ISH 
Academy, where eight courses have been developed so far. The CCI tools were used to identify the 
need for the hub and to build and execute it. Nick runs an eight-week course on effective classroom 
management,which includes creating a positive classroom environment and dealing with difficult 
situations. He said that he has seen its effectiveness, because he observed teachers before and 
after taking the course. They learned to create very clear expectations from the start. They also 
learned to use online platforms, like Nearpod, to engage students in active learning and Socrative 
to give students individualized, instant feedback. ISH also offers a course on using cooperative 
learning techniques, facilitating group work. To make this professional development unique to their 
school, the staff focused on what the school values – that students be curious, connected, and 
compassionate.    
  
Nick has also used CCI tools in work with academic leaders in all school subject areas.  
These leaders were given the opportunity to identify what they would like to work on changing. 
They identified scheduling as a key problem to change. The CCI tools gave them a very clear 
support framework for reflection and for developing concrete actions to get to their stated 
outcome goal. CCI worked well because it provides leaders with tangible structures and theory of 
action tools. These middle school leaders were unanimously positive about the CCI tools they used. 
  
In addition to using the CCI framework, Visible Thinking routines are used throughout WIS. No one 
from PZ has come to work with either of these two schools on thinking routines, but of course the 
CCI framework incorporates thinking routines. The school had a working group on VT two years 
ago, doing classroom observations and mini-focus working groups to identify the best thinking 
routines for their needs.    
 
In the next chapter I describe the Creating Communities of Inquiry project in Peru.  
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Chapter 33 
Creating Communities of Inquiry: Peru 
2018-2023 

 
 
 
The Creating Communities of Inquiry (Creando Comunidades de Indagación) Project in Peru was 
led by Liz Dawes Duraisingh, with Andrea Sachdeva as senior project manager, and was carried out 
with the Innova Schools of Peru. The Innova Schools are a private network of approximately 70 K-
12 schools in Peru that aim to provide affordable and high quality teaching and learning. Innova 
Schools are expanding their model across Latin America to serve emerging middle-class families in 
resource-scarce neighborhoods. 
  
This project built directly on the similarly named project, Creating Communities of Innovation, in 
the United Arab Emirates. It used many of the same tools and existing PZ practices, such as slow 
looking and thinking routines. The goal for both of these projects was to work collaboratively with 
teachers (rather than “train” teachers) to help their students think deeply (rather than learn 
content superficially). The PZ team also worked with Innova coaches, curriculum designers, 
principals, and school network leaders. In both projects, researchers modelled thinking routines 
very carefully. Teachers sometimes took PZ tools and adapted them. For example, the Dialogue 
Toolkit from Out of Eden Learn/The Open Canopy (described in Chapter 41) was reframed as 
“Express yourself!” And thinking routines were quickly adapted to more relational situations such 
as promoting understanding among students who had been fighting. An overview of this four-year 
project can be found here (also available in Spanish)  
  
At the beginning of the project, a definition of inquiry was developed collaboratively by PZ and 
Innova educators, and it can be found here. Inquiry is described as “both a stance toward the world 
and a process for trying to understand and transform the world.” The goal was for inquiry, 
collaboration, and teacher autonomy to be developed together among educators at different levels 
of a system (teachers, principals, coaches, curriculum designers, etc.) to promote “deeper learning.” 
  
The following tools, activities, and practices were found to be useful in supporting important shifts 
in participants’ thinking and practice: (1) modeling core practices and values; (2) providing scaffolds 
to promote observation, analysis, and reflection, and (3) creating opportunities for sustained 
inquiry and collaboration. Participants showed change in the following ways: learning to be 
learners rather than experts knowing all the right answers; reflecting on purpose and practice 
rather than merely completing tasks; accepting uncertainty and learning to adapt rather than 
sticking closely to known plans; and developing trust and autonomy both in themselves and in their 
colleagues and students. 
  
Innova Schools are run according to a highly centralized model which, prior to the project, had 
limited teachers’ abilities to innovate and adapt. It also limited students’ autonomy in their learning 
– with students producing very similar work to one another in what was generally a content-heavy 
curriculum. In parallel to their work with PZ, Innova began to address these issues by introducing 
project-based learning and loosening up the structure. The work with PZ supported these changes 
and introduced new ways of teaching and learning to help promote student and teacher inquiry, 
collaboration, and autonomy.  
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Chapter 34 
Envisioning Innovation in Education 
2020-2024 

 
 
 
The Envisioning Innovation in Education Project (EIE) was led by Edward Clapp, with Lynneth Solis 
as Project Director (from 2020-2021), and Seana Moran as Senior Project Manager (as of 2021). 
This project is actually a program of professional development for teachers, with teachers 
organized as a professional learning community in which they work collectively to develop ways to 
improve their practice. Edward told me that this project was supported by two dedicated project 
coordinators on the ground in Hong Kong, Queen Hon and David Ng. Queen and David developed 
relationships with each of the cohort members, and thoroughly supported them throughout the 
project. Given the restrictions presented by the COVID-19 pandemic, Edward said the project 
would not have been as successful without the on-the-ground support of Queen and David.The 
project was interrupted by the COVID 19 pandemic. It was originally designed to be a three-year 
initiative but was extended to four years because the project team could not travel to Hong Kong 
for the first three years of the project. 
 
The project grew out of the Creating Communities of Innovation in the United Arab Emirates, 
described in Chapter 32. As in the other projects described in this chapter, the guiding principle of 
the project was inquiry-driven innovation – defined as an ongoing process by which individuals in a 
school pursue positive school-based change relevant to their local context. The process involves 
slowing down and looking closely at one’s teaching and learning environment before deciding on 
any innovation to try out. This is in stark contrast to innovation imposed from above.  
 
EIE was introduced to schools in Hong Kong by the CATALYST Education Lab, the project’s funder. 
The project involved 11 schools and about 70 educators in Hong Kong. Study groups at each of the 
11 schools were created with four to six secondary school teachers and a lead administrator. This 
book describes this project in detail (Clapp, Hicks, & Wilson 2024). At the end of the book, you will 
find a collection of tools and frameworks that were used in this project. In addition, some of the 
teachers are highlighted, with descriptions of their processes of change. 
  

A Three-Part Sequence 
The research was designed to follow a three-part sequence: Envision (Year 1), Inquire (Year 2), and 
Innovate (Year 3).  
 
Year 1: Unlike in the Creating Communities of Innovation project in the United Arab Emirates, this 
project began with year-long envisioning about the kinds of change that might be tried. To expand 
ideas of the possible, the research team introduced the schools to many PZ frameworks: Thinking 
Routines, Teaching for Understanding, Agency by Design, and Pedagogy of Play.   
 
Year 2: In the second year, teachers were introduced to strategies of inquiry to understand their 
own school environment and consider the kinds of changes they wanted to make. During this year, 
teachers experimented with PZ tools and frameworks.  
 
Year 3: In the third year, teachers tried out innovations. 
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Year 4: (which was added due to the Covid-19 pandemic) has focused on helping the schools launch 
an EIE alliance to continue the work of the cohort schools and to spread this work more widely 
across Hong Kong. 
  
EIE ended June 30, 2024. Before the project had ended, the project materials (e.g., thinking 
routines, strategies for inquiry, ways to build student agency, documentation, slow looking to 
assess student work, and collaboration in designing lessons) had been demonstrated widely to 
Hong Kong schools through school open houses and internal professional development programs.  
 
Because the project has just ended as I write this report, it is too early to look for any lasting impact 
in the schools that worked with the EIE team. Instead, I describe interviews with two of the 
teachers involved showing the changes they made in their teaching as a result of their involvement 
with EIE. 
  

Impact  
Fanling Kau Yan College, Hong Kong 
Chun-Ying Au, educator and administrator at Fanling Kau Yan College in Hong Kong, has played a 
key role in implementing the Envisioning Innovation in Education initiative. He has focused on 
curriculum development, professional learning, and the integration of Project Zero frameworks – 
particularly PZ thinking routines – into both teaching and school-wide planning. 

Fanling Kau Yan College first joined the EIE initiative during the COVID-19 pandemic, a time when 
normal school operations were disrupted. Chun-Ying described the moment as an unexpected 
opportunity for experimentation and innovation. With support from Project Zero and guidance 
from CEL (CATALYST Education Lab), the school began engaging with the frameworks in earnest. 
Chun-Ying and his team started small, testing new ideas and iterating on what worked – especially 
focusing on integrating thinking routines into their existing junior and senior curricula. 

As a teacher of Chinese, Chinese History, and Religious Studies, Chun-Ying integrates Project Zero 
tools directly into classroom practice. In one illustrative example, he leveraged the Peel the Fruit 
thinking routine – a previously taught tool – to guide students in outlining reflective essays after an 
examination. Working in groups, students recorded ideas on small blackboards, enabling peer 
exchange and real-time elaboration. The exercise culminated in a homework assignment that 
required students to apply the same thinking routine independently. “Thinking routines provide a 
structured framework,” Chun-Ying reflected. “They help students visualize their thinking, which is 
critical for developing higher-order thinking skills.” 

Chun-Ying and a team have shared their PZ-inspired practices across the 70 teachers at the school 
with professional development sessions. Teacher feedback has been crucial in refining and 
expanding implementation efforts. 
 
Hong Kong International School  
The Hong Kong International School serves 2800 students and uses an American style curriculum. 
Betsy Lewis-Moreno is a humanities teacher in the high school who teaches 10th grade 
Interdisciplinary American Studies and 11th grade AP English Composition. Betsy is featured in the 
EIE book (Clapp, Hicks, & Wilson, 2024, p. 86ff). The school had already worked with Ron Ritchhart 
on Cultures of Thinking. 
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In 2020, the school was selected to be part of the three-year EIE project. Four teachers (two at the 
high school, one of whom was Betsy, two at the middle school) and four school leaders, all of whom 
had expressed interest, were chosen to work with the PZ EIE team. The other high school teacher 
dropped out after the first year due to other commitments, and one of the middle school teachers 
left the school. I note here that many teachers who could leave Hong Kong did during this time as 
the Chinese National Curriculum was imposed upon schools, and teachers were under threat not to 
foment pro-democracy student protests which were wide-spread at the time. Thus the team from 
this school was small. They also got off to a rocky start, because everything had to be conducted on 
Zoom during the Covid pandemic. It was only in the final year of the project (2022-2023) that the 
project members were able to meet one another in person. 
  
Lindsey Hicks from the PZ team met monthly with members of the school team via Zoom. The 
educators at all 11 selected schools met four times a year (Zoom for the first year and a half, in 
person after that). Schools hosted visits during the final year of the project when Covid restrictions 
were finally lifted in Hong Kong. 
 
Betsy described the kinds of innovations she made in her classes as a result of participating in EiE: 
 
She developed creative kinds of formative assessments. 
  
She began to focus more on the process of learning in individual students rather than on their final 
products. She talked to students about their first drafts, asking them what they were noticing, and 
how they were thinking about what they were writing. This kind of focus made students more 
aware of their own learning process, she said, rather than just thinking about their final product and 
grade. While Betsy had always engaged students in the drafting process, she said that she now 
integrated more student reflections about changes they made.  
 
She also adapted strategies like the 3-2-1 thinking routine from the VT/CoT Project (see Chapt. 4) 
to provide more structure for their drafting process. This routine asks students to think about the 
changes they made in their thinking about a topic after feedback, explaining how their new 
understanding connected to or altered their earlier thinking. She also used this routine as a reading 
comprehension tool.   
 
She gave more agency to her students in choosing which projects they would work on.   
  
She made sure that students worked together face-to-face. For example, students were working in 
groups of two or three on a research project to be presented to the class in the form of a two- 
minute “elevator speech.” Her students had been struggling to communicate during the process of 
putting together their research for the formal 15-20 minute presentation. At first, students just sat 
working on their individual laptops. When she told them they had to work together, they said that’s 
what they were doing – working on shared Google documents. Prior to Covid and two years of 
Zoom classes, students did not have a problem communicating and working together. But with the 
influence of her work with the EIE team, she told them to stop, go to the white board, and talk 
through their ideas with one another face-to-face, making their thinking visible before giving an 
elevator speech without notes. After their elevator speech she asked them to think about what had 
been a struggle and what were the gaps. She asked the class to provide feedback, and the students 
used this feedback as they worked on the slides and script for their formal presentation. The 
elevator script was a preparation for the formal presentation that was assessed later – a formative 
checkpoint allowing for feedback for revision.   
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During the third year, the teachers began to use many thinking routines from the PZ toolkit (this 
school had worked previously with Ron Ritchhart on CoT). Betsy had been using the 3-2-1 tool 
(where students think about what they knew before learning and after learning) as a reading 
comprehension tool. As a consequence of working with the EIE team, in a unit on Hamlet she began 
to combine this routine with slow looking at images. After having read the play, she showed 
students many different images of actors playing Hamlet, asking them to choose the one that 
resonated most with them – that looked like how they thought Hamlet would have looked. They 
then were asked to find a scene in the play which led them to think of Hamlet in that way, and to 
explain their thinking to the class. Here is an example of a creative summative assessment she 
designed for the Hamlet unit.   
 
Another example of the influence of EIE is how Betsy changed an  assignment for her American 
Studies class in which students wrote an opinion editorial. First the students used AI to gather the 
basic information about an issue. Then she used a graphic organizer designed by Ron Ritchhart, as 
shown here. The students used this organizer to think about how to put all of the pieces together – 
how to synthesize all that the “bot” had supplied them. She said she would have not done this if it 
had not been for her work with EIE. Before, she might have assumed they would make connections 
and then create outlines, but she realized they needed more structure because the issues are 
complex. Here is another reflection tool she has used with another class more recently. 
  
Betsy said her school was supportive, providing teachers with release time for meetings. She said 
that she wished that they could have shared what they learned and did with the rest of the school, 
but there was no chance to do this. This seems unfortunate since it did not allow for EIE’s influence 
to spread through the whole school. 

Chun-Ying noted that one of the primary challenges was building understanding and buy-in among 
colleagues. “Any time you bring change to a school, there is hesitation.” Teachers worried about 
increased workload and the need to revise existing lesson plans. To address this, the team 
emphasized a gradual approach  – “one topic a year, one lesson at a time” – and prioritized practical 
demonstration over theory. As teachers observed the success of peers, more began adopting the 
routines themselves. By 2025, every department at the school had incorporated thinking routines 
into their lesson materials.  

Marymount Secondary School, Hong Kong 
The Marymount Secondary School in Hong Kong is a Catholic school for girls, ages 12-18. Caroline 
Li, featured starting on p.126 of the EIE book (Clapp, Hicks, & Wilson, 2024), teaches English 
language and literature to seniors. She is familiar with the VT framework (aspects of which are used 
in EIE) and has taken both the MTV and CoT online PZ courses. 
  
The Marymount School was glad to join EIE because they sought to move away from the traditional 
focus in Hong Kong on grades and exams. They wanted to help students learn in a more self-
directed manner and to equip them with skills that are transferrable for future learning so that they 
could become lifelong learners. Caroline said that ideas about education are changing in Hong 
Kong, with a move away from drill and memorization to helping students develop into well-
rounded people. 
  
The EIE group at Marymount consisted of five teachers from different disciplines (literature, 
Chinese, economics, science) and two administrators (the principal and vice principal). The teachers 
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joined the group voluntarily, after an invitation by the principal to participate if they were 
interested. The group began with each person envisioning what he or she wanted to change. At first 
they all had different ideas about what they wanted to change – some wanted a more value-laden 
education; some wanted to get students to ask good questions; Caroline wanted students to find 
ways to celebrate their learning. It was a challenge, Caroline said, to reach a common goal, but they 
finally did: They decided at the end of the second year to set up a school based on inquiry, one that 
promoted a culture of thinking. The new approaches that the group developed were introduced to 
the whole school after the first three years with a year-long coaching system developed especially 
for teachers who are new to the school. Incoming new students were also introduced to these 
approaches during the summer before entering the school. 
  
Caroline said that before joining EIE, she was already teaching in a non-traditional way by acting as 
a facilitator or learning companion with her students. But PZ gave her the specific tools and 
activities to do this more effectively. Thinking routines lead to a great deal more interaction among 
students, and the incorporation of Pedagogy of Play helped her make her classroom more playful. 
  
She also saw some of these changes spread across the whole school. Visible Thinking became part 
of the school’s development plan, with all teachers encouraged to use thinking routines. She saw 
teachers beginning to use these routines in a complex way – using a few of them, with each one 
building on the students’ previous responses. See-Think-Wonder has become a habit for teachers 
and students. As a result of EIE, teachers had a common language. Caroline did note, however, that 
the teachers most interested in trying out these new approaches were the younger ones. The more 
experienced teachers were less likely to try out new things, presumably seeing this as an extra 
workload. As a result, the school ran numerous professional development meetings, introducing 
specific routines for specific subjects and encouraging teachers to use these. 
 
It is of course our hope that these new ways of teaching can continue in the current (2025) difficult 
days politically for Hong Kong. 
 
The following chapter is the final one in the Institutional Change section of this report.  
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FOSTERING SCIENTIFIC THINKING  
(begins in 1998) 
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Chapter 36 
Understanding Causality 
1998-2019 

 
 

 
Tina Grotzer has led three large-scale, multi-part projects at PZ developing innovative materials to 
promote deep understanding of scientific phenomena: Complex Causality, Causal Learning in the 
Classroom, and EcoLEARN. These materials, developed in collaboration with teachers, were 
designed for middle school students, and they align with the Next Generation Science Standards. 
  

Complex Causality   
The Complex Causality Project, led by Tina Grotzer and David Perkins from 1998-2005, has three 
subparts: Understandings of Consequence, Reveal Causal Structure (RECAST), and Causal 
Learning in the Classroom.  
 
Understandings of Consequence 
Understandings of Consequence investigated the kinds of misconceptions about causality that 
underlie children’s difficulties in scientific thinking. The researchers investigated children’s 
thinking about causality in their explanations of ecosystems, density, electrical circuits, evolution, 
heat and temperature, matter, geology, and air pressure. 
  
Working closely with teachers, the research team developed curriculum materials to help 
educators teach about causal patterns. The schools involved were as follows: Arlington Public 
Schools (3 elementary teachers and their classes), Billerica Public Schools (2 high school teachers 
and their classes); Burlington Public Schools, (2 elementary teachers and their classes; 3 middle 
school teachers and all of their classes (5 each); 1 high school teacher and his students) Cambridge 
Public Schools (3 middle school teachers and their classes); a Washington, DC  Private School (2 
high school teachers and their classes). 

The lessons were designed for middle schoolers but can be adapted to be used at younger ages. 
  
The UC project resulted in the following curriculum materials: 
Causal Patterns in Ecosystems pdf   
Nature of Scientific Thinking pdf 
Causal Patterns in Simple Circuits pdf 
Causal Patterns in Density pdf 
Causal Patterns in Air Pressure Phenomena pdf 
 
Tina’s book, Learning Causality in a Complex World (2012), discusses this project in depth. 
  
Reveal Causal Structure (RECAST) 
RECAST (REveal CAusal Structure) was developed in collaboration with the Science Media Group 
of the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics. This involved a five-year iterative design 
process to create on-line professional development tools to help middle school physics and biology 
teachers use the curricula listed above. The activities focused on helping students RECAST their 
explanations by drawing their attention to underlying causal structures. By recognizing outcomes 
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below: EcoMUVE, EcoXPT, and EcoMOBILE. (The fourth sub-project, EcoMOD, is not described 
here, because this was led primarily by Chris and by a researcher outside of Project Zero.) All of 
these sub-projects use immersive technologies to help students develop deeper understandings of 
the causal dynamics of ecosystems. The curriculum materials for these projects can be accessed 
here. 
  
EcoMUVE 
EcoMUVE (MUVE stands for Multi-User Virtual Environment) built upon the Understandings of 
Consequence, ReCAST, and CLiC projects. EcoMUVE is a technology-based curriculum that uses 
immersive Multi-User Virtual Environments (MUVE) to teach middle school students about 
ecosystems and causal patterns. MUVEs are 3-D virtual worlds that look and feel similar to 
videogames. They are accessed via computers and, in this case, recreate authentic ecological 
settings within which students explore and collect information. Students work individually at their 
computers and collaborate in teams within the virtual world. The immersive interface allows 
students to learn science by exploring and solving problems in realistic environments. EcoMUVE 
includes two modules, Pond and Forest; each module is a two-week, inquiry-based, ecosystems 
curriculum built around a virtual ecosystem. 

  
This project was developed in collaboration with teachers from the public schools of Cambridge, 
Lexington, and Newton, Massachusetts.    

                                                                                                
EcoXPT 
EcoXPT is also a multi-user virtual environment project. Here students explore a virtual 
representation of a pond ecosystem based on the EcoMUVE program. In EcoXPT students learn 
epistemologically authentic forms of experimentation – both in lab and in situ in the immersive 
world. Students engage in observation and measurement as they explore a virtual world. They gather 
evidence for what might be going on. They collect data and notice correlational patterns. They learn 
the techniques used by ecosystems scientists by conducting experiments in a virtual lab and in the 
ecosystem to reveal its causal dynamics. They integrate their findings with other evidence to build 
hypotheses. They use an on-line notebook to organize their claims, evidence, and reasoning and an 
interactive concept map to represent their learning.  
  
This project was developed in collaboration with the Peoria school system in Arizona and the 
following Massachusetts schools: the public school systems in Attleboro, Cambridge, Everett, 
Lexington, Newton, Wayland; and Conservatory Lab Charter School; Lawrence Community Day 
Charter School; Malden Linden Steam Academy, and Tech Academy Boston. 
 
EcoMOBILE  
EcoMOBILE (Ecosystems Mobile Outdoor Blended Immersive Learning Environment) allows 
students to extend their learning as they embark on a field trip to a real pond environment. Their 
experience in the real world is enhanced by using two forms of mobile technology for science 
education – mobile broadband devices and environmental probeware. The EcoMOBILE research 
explores how ecosystems instruction can be more engaging and effective by combining immersive 
virtual environments and real ecosystems infused with virtual resources. This project enables 
learners to transfer learning to the real world and to learn in the real world with augmented reality 
and just-in-time supports.   
  

Impact 

285



Regrettably, there is no way to determine where the materials from the Complex Causality 
projects are being used. The website was developed before people included sign up mechanisms to 
monitor the number of downloads. However, we have the following anecdotal evidence from Tina 
Grotzer, who wrote me the following:  
 

I regularly meet teachers from around the world (some at the PZC) who are using it. My own kids 
came home with homework assignments from the Ecosystems module and their teacher had no 
idea I had written the book. I have teachers in the Boston area and the U.S. reach out to me with 
questions and for information about supplies. But I have no way of knowing the extent of use. 

 
Tina also told me that she believes that EcoMOBILE “is harder to use in teachers’ local contexts so 
it is imitated and cited a LOT but not used directly.” 
 
This concludes the section on fostering scientific thinking. The next section examines the fostering 
of interdisciplinary thinking, critically important for today’s complex world. 
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FOSTERING INTERDISCIPLINARY THINKING 
(begins in 2001) 
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Boston Arts Academy 
The Boston Arts Academy, a public pilot high school focusing on the arts, uses the framework. Here 
is what the founder and then-director, Linda Nathan, wrote in this blog:  

At BAA, we have spent years in professional development discussions and workshops 
trying to define the terms and the experience so that faculty, students, and parents 
would know what interdisciplinary understanding (IU) meant. We spent one year 
pairing up departments so that teachers could develop interdisciplinary units 
together. For example, world languages paired with theatre, dance with math and so 
on. Some interesting projects emerged, but the effort seemed forced. Teachers never 
had enough time to work together. They didn’t know if efforts would meet any 
external criteria for what constituted IU. We felt we needed more of an academic 
framework to support our endeavors. After over a year of working with Project Zero, 
particularly Veronica Boix-Mansilla and her colleagues, we adopted their definition 
for interdisciplinary understanding: The ability to integrate knowledge and modes of 
thinking from two or more disciplines to generate a new insight. Further, PZ suggested 
that“students build and demonstrate interdisciplinary understanding when they can 
bring together concepts, methods, or languages from two or more disciplines. For 
example, to explain a phenomenon, solve a problem, create a product, or raise a new 
question in ways that would have been unlikely through single disciplinary means.” 

Washington International School 
Veronica spent a year at the Washington International School helping teachers implement 
the framework she developed for the design, teaching, and assessment of quality 
interdisciplinary units at the middle and high school levels. 

Argentina Secondary Education 
Javier Simon (featured in Chapter 6), an Associate Professor of Education at the University 
of the City of Buenos Aires, attributed his interest in interdisciplinary teaching to what he 
learned from Veronica. When Veronica gave a talk at the Argentine Ministry of Education 
on interdisciplinary understanding, the authorities were very interested in moving forward 
and asked Javier and his colleagues to approve the resolution and introduce 
interdisciplinary topics into the curriculum. Since then, interdisciplinary content has 
already been introduced into the curricula of the City of Buenos Aires: Digital Education, 
Sexual Education, and Environmental Education are often taught in conjunction with 
science, mathematics, or history. Javier is currently working to deepen this (as of May 
2024) in a new project that he is about to develop in secondary education in the City of 
Buenos Aires.  

Argentina’s Ministry of Education adapted the Interdisciplinary Teaching Framework to 
inform its Secondary Education School reform, as reported (in Spanish) here. 

The Universidad Austral in Buenos Aires adopted the ID teaching framework for its 
Interdisciplinary Masters Programs. A document about this (in Spanish) can be found here. 

India’s Learning Centers 
In the informal settlements of the city of Bangalore, India, learning centers engage multi-age 
groups of children in arts-informed interdisciplinary explorations of relevant issues in the city and 
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the globe, as discussed in Chapter 53. These excellent teaching designs have their intellectual roots 
in the interdisciplinary framework (Boix-Mansilla & Jackson, 2019).  
  
International Baccalaureate Schools 
From 2006-2012, Veronica worked with 20 schools in the International Baccalaureate Middle 
Years Programme (MYP), whose students are ages 11-16. The program adopted Project Zero’s 
definition, principles, pedagogies, and assessment tools as can be seen in this 2010 report by 
Veronica. For over a decade, the IB has been offering professional development for teachers 
centered on this approach. In 2022, 153,634 students took the MYP representing 1003 schools 
across six continents.   
 
From 2010-2012, Veronica worked with the IB Diploma Programme (ages 16-19) in three schools: 
Mahindra United World College (India), Mombasa Aga Khan Academy (Kenya), and Washington 
International School (USA). Together they designed, piloted, assessed, and supported the 
implementation of a new form of essay in which students develop an interdisciplinary research 
project that deepens their global consciousness. Site visits involved over 100 interviews with 
students, teachers, and administrators. In addition, over 45 World Studies Extended Essays were 
analyzed.  
 
This resulted in the establishment of a new form of the World Studies Extended Essay based on 
PZ’s framework (and Veronica and her team wrote the teacher’s guide for this essay). According to 
the IB website: 

A world studies extended essay must focus on a topic of global significance. This encourages the 
student to reflect on the world today in relation to issues such as the global food crisis, climate 
change, terrorism, energy security, migration, global health, technology and cultural exchange. 

The student should then explore how their chosen issue may be illustrated in a local context or 
contexts using specific examples of a small scale, local phenomenon; in this way the student is 
linking the local to the global. 

As the approach is interdisciplinary explaining the topic through the lens of more than one 
discipline, students should develop a clear rationale for taking an interdisciplinary approach, 
selecting the IB disciplines through which they plan to explore the topic. The process of 
researching and writing the world studies extended essay develops international-mindedness and 
specifically the concept of global consciousness. This concept encompasses three distinct strands: 
global sensitivity - a sensitivity to local phenomena and experiences as expressions of 
developments on the planet; global understanding - the capacity to think in flexible and informed 
ways about issues of global significance; global self - a developing perception of self as a global 
actor and member of humanity, capable of making a positive contribution to the world. 

In 2022, over 4300 students chose the World Studies Extended Essay. It ranks 6th among the ten 
top extended essays selected by students that year. The teacher’s guide for this essay, written by 
Veronica and her team, can be found here.   
 
London Interdisciplinary School 
The London Interdisciplinary School, a new and radical innovation in undergraduate education in 
the UK, has based its articulation of interdisciplinarity on Veronica’s foundational paper on 
interdisciplinary integration as well as the team’s interdisciplinary assessment rubric among a few 
other pieces. 
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Washington Center for the Improvement of Undergraduate Education 
In collaboration with the Washington Center for the Improvement of Undergraduate Education, 
Veronica worked with 27 college teams (including leading community colleges serving minority 
populations) to foster quality interdisciplinary teaching practices (Boix-Mansilla, 2008).  

I turn next to a very different area: Meaning, Purpose, and Critical Thinking in College. 
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FOSTERING MEANING, PURPOSE, AND CRITICAL THINKING IN 
COLLEGE (begins in 2007)

This section presents two projects focused on students at the college level. The first describes a 
series of seminars at colleges intended to help students reflect on their values; the second 
describes a large-scale study of college students’ mental models of college, with the goal of getting 
college educators to move students away from a transactional model of college to an exploratory 
or a transformational model. 
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Chapter 38 
Reflecting on Your Life Seminars 
2007 

In 2007, Howard Gardner along with four colleagues developed a first year seminar for Harvard 
undergraduates called “Reflecting on Your Life.” The four colleagues: Richard Light, a faculty 
member at the Harvard Graduate School of Education; Tom Dingman, Dean of Freshmen at 
Harvard; Katherine Steele, then Director for Freshman Programming; and PZ’s Lynn Barendsen 
and Wendy Fischman. The sessions invited students to think about meaning, purpose, and values in 
their lives, asking themselves what it means to live a happy life, a useful life, a productive life, etc. In 
these seminars students were asked to list how they want to spend their time at college, and then 
to make another list of how they actually spend their time over the past week. When they compare 
the two lists, students are often shocked to discover how much time they are spending on activities 
they don’t value highly. This essay from the New York Times by Richard Light (2015) describes 
other activities in the seminar.  

The seminar met typically for three 90-minute sessions at the beginning of the second semester, 
with twelve students in each group. Although the program fulfilled no academic requirement, over 
100 students signed up each year.  

The Funnel Effect 
These seminars led to a paper called The Funnel Effect: How Elite College Culture Narrows 
Students’ Perceptions of Post-Collegiate Career Opportunities, based on interviews with 40 
Harvard seniors (Locker, Barendsen, & Fishman, 2014). While students reported that they had 
entered Harvard College with broad interests, by senior year, most of them focus on high earning, 
prestigious jobs, especially in the finance and consulting industries. In short, the paper reports a 
disconnect between students’ initial interests and the jobs they pursue. This often cited (yet 
unpublished) paper led to a study of higher education by Wendy Fishman and Howard Gardner 
(2022, discussed in Chapter 39).   

Colby College 
In the spring of 2007, the team taught an expanded version of this seminar at Colby College called 
Meaningful Work for a Meaningful Life, in which issues about professional life were intertwined 
with reflections about the 3Es. Students discussed ethical dilemmas in their lives, the kinds of work 
they would and would not want to do, and their understanding of responsibility and trust. Because 
of the positive feedback about the course, Colby College designed the first day of freshman 
orientation to focus on the ideas of good work, meaningful work, and good citizenship – with the 
goal for students to carry these ideas with them throughout college.  

Project on Purpose and Values in Education 
The team then formed a working group of other universities, called the Project on Purpose and 
Values in Education (PAVE), offering programs like Reflecting on Your Life. The group included 
Boston College, Bowdoin College, Dartmouth College, University of Richmond, and Smith College, 
and met four to five times over a year to discuss practices, share resources, and bring their students 
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together. A small group of those involved ultimately led a day-long pre-conference workshop at the 
annual conference of the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) in 
Indianapolis (around 2016). Katherine Steele told me that she remembers that there were about 
60-70 attendees from at least 20 different institutions attending, including some outside the US.
The goal was to share best practices and findings from assessments so that other universities could
start their own programs.

The Reflecting on Your Life seminars are no longer going on at Harvard, though similar 
interventions are currently on the drawing board. In the next chapter, I describe a highly related 
project that focuses on students’ understanding of the meaning and purpose of college and how 
this fits into their understanding of their own life.  
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Chapter 39 
Fostering “HEDCAP” in College Students 
2012-2022 

Beginning in 2012, Wendy Fischman and Howard Gardner conducted a ten-year study of the 
experience of college students in the United States (Fishman & Gardner, 2022). They carried out in-
depth qualitative interviews of approximately 1,000 students at ten colleges across the country. 
They also interviewed 500 faculty and administrators and 500 alumni, trustees, job recruiters, and 
parents. The colleges were deliberately chosen to range in size, selectivity, status (public and 
private), and geographical location. Nine were liberal arts (non-vocational) colleges; one was a 
college of engineering that also emphasized the liberal arts. This study and its findings and 
recommendations are detailed in Fischman and Gardner (2022). 

The findings revealed that students across these diverse campuses were more alike than different 
in the ways they talked about their goals, their hopes, and the challenges they faced. The most 
pressing emotional issue faced across all campuses was mental health. Students also indicated 
feelings of alienation and lack of belonging.  

Mental Models of College 
Analyses of in-depth interviews revealed that students across research sites could be classified as 
having one of four mental models of college: 

Inertial. Inertial students believe they are in college because this is what comes after high 
school. They are unmotivated and uninvested. They do not have any clear idea why they are 
in college or what they are supposed to get out of college. Inertial students were rare – only 
three percent of students in this study were classified as inertial. 

Transactional. Transactional students see college as a means to an end: They seek a college 
degree so that they can get a good job. They see jobs and earning potential as more 
important than genuine intellectual engagement. Forty-five percent of students in this 
study were classified as transactional. 

Exploratory. Exploratory students see college as an opportunity to explore new ideas and 
new perspectives and discover their interests. They take advantage of the intellectual 
opportunities of college. Thirty-six percent of students in this study were classified as 
exploratory. 

Transformational. Transformational students also take advantage of the intellectual 
opportunities of a liberal arts institution, and they believe that college affords them the 
opportunity to transform themselves – to become different persons after four years of 
exposure to new ideas and diverse perspectives. Sixteen percent of students in this study 
were classified as transformational. 

Higher Education Capital (HEDCAP) 
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The research team developed a construct called “Higher Education Capital,” referred to as 
HEDCAP, and defined it as “the ability to attend, analyze, reflect, connect, and communicate on 
issues of importance and interest” (Fishman & Gardner, 2022, pp. 79-80). At more selective schools 
(compared to less selective schools), students entered with higher HEDCAP. However, at some of 
the low selectivity schools, there was more “growth” in HEDCAP. For example, students at one of 
the least selective schools showed the most dramatic positive change – demonstrating that it is 
possible to move the needle over the course of college with any and all students, not just those who 
are in highly selective schools. 

Importantly, HEDCAP had a clear relationship with students’ mental models of why they were in 
college. Those with high HEDCAP scores were more likely to be transformational students; those 
with low HEDCAP scores were less likely to be transformational. 

Mission Sprawl 
Findings also revealed that colleges had so many missions that the goal of intellectual learning got 
lost in this mission sprawl. 

Study’s Conclusions and Recommendations 
Fischman and Gardner (2022) argue that higher education in the United States has lost sight of its 
principal reason for existing: not vocational training, not the provision of campus amenities, but to 
increase HEDCAP – the ability to think well and broadly, express oneself clearly, explore new 
areas, and be open to possible transformations. They offer recommendations for how every college 
can become a community of learners who are open to change as thinkers, citizens, and human 
beings. 

Impact 
The measure of HEDCAP, developed in this project, is now central to new work by Wendy 
Fischman and Howard Gardner. In this new project, they are assessing the impact, or value added, 
of courses, programs and missions at colleges and universities that aim to advance the public good 
and cultivate character in their students. HEDCAP is now being used to assess intellectual growth 
over the course of college and years after graduation (in addition to other measures capturing how 
students think about their roles and responsibilities as workers and citizens). 

This chapter concludes the section on finding meaning and purpose and developing critical thinking 
in college. I turn next to a set of chapters devoted to fostering a sense of both local and global 
citizenship in young people. 
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FOSTERING CITIZENSHIP FROM LOCAL TO GLOBAL 
(begins in 2011) 

Chapters 40-47 present frameworks designed to help children understand what it means to be a 
citizen –  to recognize that even though they are young, they are also citizens whose voice should 
be listened to, to connect to others all over the world, and to develop an understanding of the 
global world in which they live. 
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Chapter 40 
Children are Citizens 
2011-2021 

The Reggio philosophy insists that from birth, children are citizens of their community and have 
rights (see Chapt. 4 for PZ’s work with the preschools of Reggio Emilia). Reggio children collaborate 
democratically with teachers to make decisions about the curriculum. They also engage in projects 
that contribute to their community, as when they designed a curtain for the theater in the city that 
now hangs on the theater’s stage, showing children that what they create is taken seriously by 
adults and is considered a contribution to the community. 

Core Beliefs 
The Children Are Citizens (CAC) Project grew out of the Making Learning Visible Project. Led by 
Mara Krechevsky and Ben Mardell from 2011-2021, CAC targeted preschool and elementary 
school. The project was grounded in the belief that children are not just future citizens; they have 
the right to participate as citizens in the present, able to express their opinions and participate in 
democratic civic and cultural life. Children as young as three have ideas about citizenship – such as 
how to make where they live more fair and more safe. They have the capacity to notice, think 
about, and have an impact on issues of importance to them. When children brainstorm ways to 
improve their facilities, they often have something to teach adults. Children, the CAC leaders 
believe, should have the opportunity to help make rules, work out compromises, and have their 
voices heard in what they will study.  

Among the issues CAC encourages children to discuss are fairness related to race and gender, how 
to notice when people are not being fair or respectful, and what to do about this. Children should 
come to see themselves as having agency; they can make changes in their own communities. The 
hope is that if children’s ideas are taken seriously, they will be more likely to participate in 
democracy as informed citizens when they are adults. 

The CAC program, like the Reggio preschools, has consistently challenged assumptions about 
young children’s capabilities. Unfortunately, preschoolers rarely get the chance to engage in the 
civic process. Most civic education programs focus on adolescents. 

The CAC Classroom 
CAC teachers help students find a problem they are interested in as they explore their 
neighborhood or city. As a group, they then investigate the issue, sometimes for months, and often 
go to museums or libraries to do so. They employ thinking routines, such as See-Think-Wonder 
(described in Chapter 4), encouraging slow looking and reflection. Teachers practice Reggio-style 
documentation of children’s thinking throughout the project. CAC classrooms often create a self-
published book about their process and findings. Children have proposed ways to improve their 
city, such as putting jokes on street signs to improve the mood of grumpy drivers stuck in traffic; 
creating a monument dedicated to children; asking their city to replace a missing tree; and asking 
their city to clean smelly storm drains in their playground (in fact, this led to the District of 
Columbia to fix the drains). Children investigate their own neighborhoods. Teachers and principals 
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for improvement (e.g, the subway map should have a more visible shade of blue). In short, the 
children had conducted field research, and the book documented their research. 

The first Children Are Citizens Conference was held in October 2018. Over 100 educators from 33 
schools attended the conference at Washington International School’s Primary School campus in 
Georgetown. All of this school’s language immersion Preschool, Pre-K, and Kindergarten classes 
later embarked on a CAC project, inspired by the conference. 

The second annual Children Are Citizens Conference took place in October 2019 at the 
Washington International School’s Primary School campus. The 130 participants came from 36 
schools, including Excel Academy (DCPS), St. Thomas More Academy, and Sunshine Early Learning 
Center. At that time, WIS Preschool, Pre-K, and Kindergarten teachers made CAC a permanent 
part of their International Baccalaureate Primary Years Program curriculum. 

In 2020, Children Are Citizens was named one of 16 learning innovations by the Learning Across 
America Forerunner Report put out by the global education organization HundrED. The 
report highlights 16 system-level best practices that foster innovation at scale in the US. More 
information about each of the featured innovations and the HundrED Learning Across America 
Forerunners can be found here.  

The project has garnered national publicity in a variety of early childhood publications and was 
featured in an article in The Atlantic online (Rothchild, 2015).  

The Covid-19 pandemic interrupted the project in March 2020, but the project re-launched in 
September 2020 with a virtual exhibition of learning in March 2021. 

For other publications, see Krechevsky, Mardell, Filippini, and Tedeschi (2016). 

Impact on Teacher Educators 
In what follows I discuss the influence of CAC on teacher educators and schools in Somerville, 
Massachusetts, Washington, DC, and Chicago, Illinois.   
 
Karen Haigh: Early Childhood Program, Columbia College, Chicago 
From 2018 to 2017, Karen Haigh was an associate professor in the Early Childhood Education 
program at Columbia College in Chicago. She was also the former director of Child Development at 
Chicago Commons for 15 years, a program serving lower-income communities.  Chicago Commons 
was inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach during the last 12 years she was there (demonstrating 
that this approach is not just for affluent schools). Karen first learned about the Reggio schools in 
1991 and since then has visited the Reggio schools many times. The Early Childhood program at 
Columbia College was Reggio inspired when Karen was hired, and they even sent their students, 
teachers-in-training, to visit the schools of Reggio Emilia. 
 
Unfortunately, Columbia College (which is actually an arts college) closed the Early Childhood 
program in 2017. Karen said the school simply did not value early childhood education. She felt the 
school did not realize how much Reggio ideals were  connected to the arts. 
  
As Director for Early Childhood Professional Development at the Chicago Public Schools, she faced 
the usual mixture of responses from the teachers in the preschool program: Some were very 

303



interested in using Reggio methods, some were not interested (and felt this was just one more thing 
they were being asked to do), and some were in between.    
  
While at Columbia College, Karen introduced her students to the idea that every child has a voice, a 
perspective, and is part of a group working together. She impressed upon her students the power of 
listening to the child’s perspective, something not typically done in schools. She said it takes time 
for people to really understand this. She also taught her students about the role of documentation 
with learning and said that documenting and displaying the individual work of each child in the 
learning group is sending an important message: “You are part of this group.” 
  
While at Columbia College (and before she knew about CAC), Karen carried out a two-year project 
much like CAC. She worked with teachers from roughly 15 centers/schools from various economic 
backgrounds (some independent, some public). The project involved teachers and children studying 
the city of Chicago. They created a booklet capturing what the children noticed and said about the 
city, including drawings of parts of the city such as specific buildings and bus stops, and 3-
dimensional models of city landmarks like the John Hancock Building, the United Center, and 
Wrigley Field.   
  
This project emphasized small group learning. Most teachers, she said, focus on either individual 
learning or large group learning (which can get boring). Small group learning, she said, does not 
come naturally to teachers. She has had to push teachers to try it, making sure the approach is not 
didactic but more of an exchange of ideas, understanding, or experiences. Small group learning 
allows every child to speak and share what they are thinking about, with others in the group 
encouraged to respond. Responses go way beyond “I like what you said/I like what you made,” as 
children are encouraged to ask questions of each other. As Tiziana Filippini (a leading educator 
from Reggio Emilia) suggested, If a child directs her answer to the teacher, the teacher turns to the 
others in the group asking, “What do you think about what she said?” The Chicago project also 
involved documentation, and teachers met weekly or biweekly to reflect on what was documented 
and to make use of what they noticed to determine where to go next in the curriculum.   
  
Karen’s visits to Reggio changed her philosophy and teaching practice. And this change occurred 
just as her Chicago project began before she knew about CAC or PZ. She learned about PZ when 
Ben Mardell contacted her to find out more about her work at Chicago Commons. She then invited 
Ben and Mara to come and visit and present their work on CAC. Karen said that getting to know 
Ben, Mara, and the CAC project caused her to think more deeply about democracy. Democracy, she 
said, is not just about voting. The idea that the child’s voice has input into the curriculum is very 
democratic. The CAC project, she said, “is important because it helps people focus on this.” 
 
Lisa Kuh: Wheelock College, Boston, Massachusetts; Eliot Pearson School, Tufts University;  and 
University of New Hampshire 
Lisa Kuh has taught at Wheelock College, Eliot Pearson School at Tufts University, and the 
University of New Hampshire. She served as the Director of Early Education in the Somerville, 
Massachusetts Public Schools from 2014-2021. She has been closely involved in the Democracy 
Inquiry Group (DIG is mentioned in Chapter 8), Making Learning Visible, and Children are Citizens, 
and was also part of Steve Seidel’s ROUNDS (see Chapt. 26). She first learned about PZ by 
attending the PZC summer institute in 2005. 
  
In her teaching, Lisa made MLV and CAC an integral part of the coursework and used the MLV book 
as a text. Her students put these ideas into practice in the lab schools at the University of New 
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Hampshire and Tufts. She realized that teachers needed very specific scaffolding to implement the 
Reggio approach. All too often, teachers would create a beautiful environment and lay out 
materials in a Reggio inspired way, and then find that the children just dumped everything onto the 
floor. This is presumably what leads American teachers to think that what goes on in Reggio is 
somehow magic and cannot work here. But Lisa understood that Reggio teachers actually provide a 
great deal of specific instruction to the children on how to handle the materials, how to carry a 
basket, how to hold special pens, etc. She feels that Reggio does a disservice by not highlighting the 
scaffolding and direct instruction that they use that supports children’s success. 
  
Did her students continue to use MLV and CAC in their practice when they graduated and went off 
to be teachers? Not always, Lisa told us, because teachers don’t always put into practice what they 
learn. tend to fall back on teaching the way they were taught, unless there is strong leadership at 
their school that supports teaching that draws on MLV or CAC. Without this, teachers are likely to 
default to traditional methods of teaching young children, which she described as having “learning 
time,” which means worksheets and then completely unstructured free play, which is not 
considered learning time. 
  
In her work in the Somerville Public Schools, Lisa was very influenced by Mara and Ben’s CAC work 
in Providence, Rhode Island, as described in their article, Engaging City Hall: Children as Citizens 
(Krechevsky, Mardell, Romans, 2014). Lisa often assigned this article as a foundational piece in 
seminars for teachers, and she decided to carry out a similar project in Somerville. All of the early 
childhood teachers in Somerville were given Mara and Ben’s article and were invited to carry out 
similar projects and document them for later display in City Hall. Children and their families were 
invited to City Hall during the Week of the Young Child to see these displays and to hear the Mayor 
read the proclamation of children’s rights that Lisa and her team had crafted. This project was 
carried out every year from 2015-2021 (with 2021 being virtual due to the pandemic). 
  
Lisa said that her involvement with PZ and the DIG group always stimulated her thinking about 
early childhood education. 
 
From 1996-2013, Debbie Lee Keenan was the director of the Eliot-Pearson Children’s School at 
Tufts University (where she hired Ben Mardell as a kindergarten teacher). She has taught at Tufts 
University, Lesley University, and University of Massachusetts at Amherst. She was part of the first 
group that brought Reggio’s exhibit, The 100 Languages of Children, to the University of 
Massachusetts Amherst in 1988. Debbie has worked closely with Ben for many years on 
collaborative projects including the CAC project. She was also a member of the Democracy Inquiry 
Group. She described the DIG group as “a hotbed, a think tank about teacher inquiry and the power 
of group learning, about how to think more deeply about children and how they can make a 
difference in the world, and how children can have an active voice and agency even as young 
children.” She talked about how helpful it was for teachers and administrators to have a group to 
talk to and get feedback from, since all too often teachers are isolated. She describes her work and 
thinking as being equally impacted by Reggio and by Project Zero; these cannot be disentangled. 
  
Debbie’s area of expertise and experience is anti-bias education. Anti-bias education has four 
goals: (1) to promote and foster in each child confidence, family pride, and positive social identities, 
(2) to express comfort and joy with human diversity, (3) to develop capacity for empathy and 
fairness, and (4) empowerment and the skills to act against prejudice and bias. CAC, she said, is an 
embodiment of the third and fourth goals (fairness and action) and helps her pre-service students 
and in-service teachers understand what anti-bias education really looks like in the classroom. 
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Currently Susan teaches future teachers at Lesley University in the Graduate School of Education. 
She introduced the concept of children’s rights as citizens to her students, using a book called Seen 
and Heard: Children’s Rights in Early Childhood Education (Hall & Rudkin, 20ll). The book’s coauthor, 
Ellen Hall, is the founder of the Boulder Journey School in Colorado. That school made a Bill of 
Rights for children, based on what children said they thought they had a right to. What was 
remarkable about this list, Susan said, is that when children talk about rights, they also talk about 
the responsibility that comes with a right. For example, “I have a right to give someone a hug, but 
only if they want me to.” Or, I have a right to get as near as possible to a bird as long as I don’t 
frighten the bird.” Susan said children seem to grasp something many adults do not: that one’s 
rights end where they collide with other’s rights. She believes children learn that living in a 
community means taking others’ feelings into account. In her courses at Lesley, she discusses how 
to create community in the classroom and considers this an essential skill for teachers today. 
  
Susan retired from the Toddler Center in 2015. The current director, who was formerly on the 
NAREA board, is continuing to use CAC as an image of the child upon which they base their 
pedagogy. 
 
John Nimmo: University of New Hampshire and Portland State University, Portland, Maine 
John Nimmo taught at the University of New Hampshire (UNH), where he directed their lab school 
for ten years, and he is now professor emeritus at Portland State University in Portland, Maine. He 
became involved with the Reggio schools in 1988 while at the University of Massachusetts doing 
doctoral research on collaboration and community building. He had long been interested in, and 
had written about, the idea of children as participants in the world around them. All of this was 
before he met Ben and Mara, before he joined the DIG group, and before he learned about PZ’s 
CAC project – though he had long known of PZ through Howard’s work on Multiple Intelligences. 
  
Unlike most of the people interviewed for this report, John was not directly influenced by PZ’s CAC 
project. Rather, he was already doing very similar work with his students – one can say that when 
John came to the DIG group there was a meeting of similar minds. In his work at the UNH lab 
school, his student teachers did a great deal of observation and documentation. They learned about 
the role of documentation in developing the (emergent) curriculum. He helped them understand 
that making learning visible is also a way of making teaching visible, since teachers use their 
documentation to think through next steps. His student teachers did projects that helped children 
understand the world of adults. He also used Ben’s film on the Boston Marathon, Learning is a 
Team Sport: Kindergartners Study the Boston Marathon (video by Melissa Rivard & Ben Mardell 
[2004]) to show his students an example of a long-term project involving documentation. The 
teachers at his UNH lab school were also engaged in collaborative exchange with the teachers at 
Tufts’ Eliot Pearson Children’s School where Ben was a teacher. 
  
When asked whether his students went on to teach in this social-constructivist, meaning-making 
manner, John echoed what others have told us. It is more difficult to teach in this way than in the 
traditional way. If a teacher works in a school where everyone is teaching in the traditional way, 
and where there is no leadership supporting Reggio-style teaching, new teachers are likely to 
revert to more traditional approaches or are more piecemeal in pursuing constructivist education. 
There must be school leadership or collegial allies nurturing this kind of approach and philosophy 
for teachers to be able to continue to teach in this way.  
  
John has taught a course at Portland State on children’s rights. Among the many readings assigned 
is a guide to the city of Providence created by children with support from the city’s mayor. In 
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addition, students have access to the CAC website. John expressed some criticisms of the CAC 
project, suggesting that compared to the CAC projects, Reggio children’s investigations of their 
cities are more long-term, go deeper, and reflect an ongoing collaboration between children, 
educators, and the city. He also stressed that if children develop, for example, a guide to their city, 
it is essential that someone reads and uses this, and that children know about this. He noted that 
taking children to museums (as was done in the CAC Washington, DC project) gains value and 
meaning through children getting a chance to talk to the adults who work in the museum, ask them 
questions about their various roles, and contribute. He emphasizes the importance of developing 
long-term and meaningful connections with adults and places in the community. 
  
Katherine Payne, University of Texas, Austin 
Katherina Payne is a researcher who carried out work very similar to CAC without knowing about 
the PZ work. Formerly a social studies teacher in the New York City public schools, Katherina is 
now an Associate Professor of Curriculum and Instruction in Social Studies Education at the 
University of Texas, Austin. Her  research focuses on young children and civic education. She has 
published work showing that in naturally occurring situations, young children’s behavior reveals 
that they have a more complex understanding of fairness than seen in decontextualized laboratory 
settings.   
  
She learned about PZ and CAC when a colleague alerted her to the CAC work at PZ – work her 
colleague recognized as closely related to Katherina’s own work. Most social studies teachers who 
teach about civics do so at the high school level and focus on institutional issues such as voting. 
People rarely think about young children as fully capable of taking civic action and making real 
contributions to their communities. So she was gratified to read PZ’s CAC books and learn about 
CAC. CAC provided her, she said, with another set of resources to support what her research team 
had been arguing for. CAC also provided her team with language to help us think about how to 
present what they were observing in young children. 
  
Among the readings she assigns in her teaching of future social studies teachers is the 2015 CAC 
book. Most of these students are going to be high school teachers, and Katherina wants them to 
learn about young children’s capacities to think and act civically. She said that her students love 
these ideas and are amazed at what young children can think about and do. She also teaches 
undergraduates who are not intending to become teachers: she wants them to come out of her 
classes seeing children in a new way. 
  
Katherina is hoping to carry out an iteration of CAC in Austin, a rapidly gentrifying city with a great 
deal of ongoing construction, to find out what young children know and can understand. “CAC,” she 
said, “is a way for us to see and show this in a way adults can comprehend.” 
  
She has not followed her former students and does not know if they use CAC in their own teaching. 
But it is what she offers them, and of course she hopes they will. 
 
 
 
Jeane-Marie Lorio, University of Melbourne, Australia 
Jeanne-Marie Lorio is an Associate Professor of Early Childhood Education at the University of 
Melbourne, Australia, with a focus on Reggio pedagogy, documentation, and “children as citizens of 
the now.” She first learned about the Reggio schools as an undergraduate in the late-‘80s and early-
’90s at the University of Maryland where she was studying education. There she read the original 
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Reggio book. The 100 Languages of Children (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 2012), and there she also 
learned about Multiple Intelligences. 
  
Several years later, she taught with Lois Hetland and Tina Blythe at the Celebration School in 
Florida (in 1997 or 1998) where TfU was being implemented. Working with Tina and Lois 
familiarized her with many of the PZ frameworks and inspired her to attend the master’s program 
at HGSE. There she took a class with Steve Seidel, where Mara was a guest speaker talking about 
Reggio and MLV. While at HGSE, in 2000 she worked on the TFU module at the PZC summer 
institute and also worked on the Good Work Project and Spectrum. She has gone on to use 
Spectrum in her early childhood teaching. She is clearly deeply familiar with a number of PZ’s 
frameworks. 
  
Jeanne-Marie used the MLV book as an early childhood teacher, and as a professor of education at 
University of Hawaii in 2007and now at University of Melbourne, where the book is used in all of 
the early childhood classes. Her research in Australia involves several primary schools, where she 
has introduced the MLV book as well as the Visible Learners book. MLV is a seminal text for her, 
providing her with “a foundation to continually build and evolve.” 
  
Jeanne-Marie’s research focus is teaching and “learning with place.” As stated on 
learningwithplace.org: 
 

Learning with Place is inclusive of local knowledge and stories, histories and living multispecies (for 
example, landforms, waterways, animals, insects, flora, and fauna). Through the Learning with 
Place framework, deep relationships with the local Place are generated and these relationships 
become the catalyst for actions and decision-making regarding caring for/with local places across 
multiple disciplines/fields.  

 
She wants to help children (and teachers) decenter humans and make the environment the most 
central way of thinking about things. Children spend long periods of time in local places, observing 
and discussing. Teachers engage them to think deeply about their responsibilities towards the 
land.Her most recent early childhood course is about foregrounding first nation world views, and 
creating citizens of the now, contributing to sustainability and positive climate action.  
 
At the root of all of this is the CAC idea that children are capable and can contribute and can make 
changes. When teachers learn about this, they come to see children in a different way. They also 
come to see themselves in a different way – as agents of change who can empower children and 
families. The focus shifts from the individual to the group and the community. Jeanne-Marie sees a 
strong connection between MLV and CAC in that both focus on democratic principles and the 
group. 
  
She has not tracked all of her former teachers to find out if they teach in the way she trained them, 
but those she has kept in touch with are definitely using MLV and CAC (with a focus on place). But 
she realizes that when new teachers go into schools with very different approaches, all of this 
training might fall away. It is important to have a school leader who believes in these approaches. 
But she is aware of a number of schools using these approaches, even if they do not use the term 
‘Children are Citizens.’ 
  
Asked whether PZ changed her, she said that even before learning about PZ she knew she was 
going to be a teacher and that she was not going to be a traditional teacher. She had a BA in dance 
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as well as education, and, she said, “I always did things a little bit different.” It was when she became 
a teacher at the Celebration School that PZ began to inspire her and led her to HGSE. “If I hadn’t 
had those PZ experiences, I would not have been able to articulate my ideas. They were pivotal and 
gave me foundational ideas and I used these to create something new – learning with place. But I 
could not have done this without those foundational ideas.” 
 
Somerville Public Schools, Somerville, Massachusetts 
The Early Childhood Program in the Somerville, MA Public Schools was inspired by CAC and calls 
its programs Changemakers. Click here for a celebration of their work with the Somerville mayor.  
 
Margaret Ricks, School Within a School at Goding, Washington, DC 
In 1995, Margaret Ricks cofounded School-Within-School at Goding, a teacher-directed Reggio-
inspired school in Washington, DC, now serving children from pre-K through 5th grade. She also 
served as a study group leader at the Washington International School Summer Institute, and it 
was there that she heard Ben and Mara present on MLV and CAC. She asked that her school 
become a part of CAC. 
  
Margaret’s class decided to use Union Station as their focus with CAC, because it was within 
walking distance from the school and was something children were interested in. 
Her school was already involved in documenting student learning, Margaret said, since it was a 
Reggio-inspired school. But Ben and Mara helped the teachers dive deeper into documentation 
specifically by engaging the children more in reflecting about the documentation. Margaret viewed 
bringing in the children in this way as very important. 
  
She talked about an “aha” moment for one student. Her school was paired with another school and 
the students, aged five, were communicating about their CAC work on Zoom, showing their work 
and getting and giving feedback. Margaret said one child was “arrogant and set in her thinking.” 
That child had created a model of an ice cream shop in Union Station, and when she shared that 
work, the other students questioned her, asking where the ice cream came from, and why she had 
not included a menu board with prices. At first this child felt offended, but Margaret used this as a 
teachable moment. She helped her realize that the others were not criticizing her but just wanted 
to understand more about her work – that the other children wanted to be a part of what she was 
doing. The child started to respond more positively and also came to see that other children’s ideas 
are just as valuable as hers. The children were learning to work together as a community of citizens, 
putting their ideas together. 
  
Now retired, Margaret works as a long-term substitute teacher as well as a CAC mentor with 
teachers in many Washington schools. She has found teachers who do not communicate well with 
children and helps them to be less in control and allow children’s voices to be heard. She shows 
teachers her documentation (in the form of notes) of the conversations they have just had with a 
student to get them to see what the children are really saying, and to get them to use this 
documentation to decide what direction to go in next. Her goal is to get these teachers to move 
away from a handed-down curriculum to one that emerges from the interests of the children. 
  
Margaret feels that CAC helps children feel valued, trusted, and respected. They have a sense of 
belonging: their classroom is not their teacher’s classroom, it is their classroom. They see that their 
friends like their ideas and want to try them out. Children become very verbal, because they are 
made to feel that what they have to share is as important as what the teacher has to share. 
Collaboration among students without the teacher is powerful, she said. And she added: 
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The foundation I received from CAC is a big plus for me…. CAC was not like things they forced on 
us in professional development, here today, gone tomorrow. Instead we went through many steps 
together, thinking about documentation and our environment. This is something teachers can 
always benefit from no matter what school or what curriculum. CAC is adaptable no matter where 
you are. 

 
Jere Lonenzen-Strait, School Within a School at Goding, Washington, DC and Sunshine Early 
Learning Center, Washington, DC 
Jere Lorenzen-Strait is an early childhood educator at the School Within School at Goding. He has 
been at this school for 15 years and has not taught anywhere else. He has also served as an online 
coach for the MLV online course from PZ. 
  
After attending the Washington International School Summer Institute for Teachers, led by Jim 
Reese, Jere met with Jim Reese and Ben Mardell to plan a collaborative project on CAC. Jere does 
not think of CAC as a framework; he is more comfortable with calling it a philosophy. He described 
the philosophy as one of teachers planning projects connecting with students’ interests, listening to 
and observing their students, and being a student of their students – all the while using play-based 
learning and providing provocations to get students thinking. Provocations mean big questions, 
such as “Who does DC belong to?” This philosophy was not new to him since his own Reggio-
inspired school was deeply infused with this philosophy. He described CAC rather as affirming his 
already developed philosophy of teaching. 
  
In the first year of the project, Jere was one of a number of teachers participating in a seminar 
focused on CAC. During that pilot year, most of the schools were already somewhat connected to 
the CAC philosophy – listening to children, dabbling in documentation. In that first year, the 
teachers took their students to Kingman and Heritage Islands, created a sewn map of the islands to 
share with others as a resource about DC, and also helped make houses for blue birds on the island. 
  
Years 2 and 3 had a deeper impact on teachers, because the teachers who participated had never 
done anything like this before. In Year 2, Jere served as a mentor for teachers at the Sunshine Early 
Learning Center. This was a school using a scripted curriculum that teachers had to follow, unit by 
unit. Though they still had to follow the scripted curriculum, they were able to combine this with 
the CAC philosophy. 
  
For the Sunshine Center, the provocation was simply allowing children to walk around the school 
neighborhood with a curious attitude. Teachers observed and recorded what children noticed, 
thought together about how this revealed children’s interests, and reflected on how to continue to 
foster these interests. This school had a very supportive principal who attended all of the CAC 
seminars. Not all schools had such a principal, but all had principals supportive enough to let their 
students participate in the seminar. In Year 3, Jere and a colleague from his school led the CAC 
seminar – again teachers who participated were new to the CAC philosophy.    
  
Jere reported that participating in the CAC seminar was transformative for teachers new to this 
approach. They began to see children not as empty vessels to be filled, but instead as people to be 
listened to and learned from. Teachers began to think of themselves as researchers. This approach 
also had a very positive effect on the children, who now felt heard. 
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Teachers also felt respected by being invited into the seminar. They received a stipend and every 
meeting was accompanied with good food. Teachers, Jere said, are not used to being paid and fed 
during professional development. The teachers also reported how much they liked working 
together with teachers from public, independent, and religious schools, again something they were 
not used to. CAC affirmed Jere’s belief that learning is more meaningful when playful and when it 
connects to students’ interest and ideas. In addition, his own experience as a teacher is more joyful 
and meaningful when he is creating projects related to students’ interests rather than teaching 
from a fixed curriculum. He is not in contact with any of the teachers he worked with on CAC and 
thus did not know whether the teachers from the seminar are still using this approach. 
   
Sarah Hair, Washington International School Washington, DC and River School, Washington, DC 
Sarah Hair taught pre-K through grade 4 at the Washington International School (WIS) for 18 years 
and there gained familiarity with a number of PZ frameworks. She first learned about CAC at the 
2013 PZC when Ben and Mara presented it. They came to WIS shortly after that to lead a project in 
CAC, and Sara attended some of their workshops. 
  
At that time Sarah could not herself use CAC as she was teaching 1st grade – and CAC was being 
used only for pre-K. But after shifting to pre-K in 2017, she began to engage her students in 
thinking about their city, what is important to them about their city, and who is important in their 
city. They also engaged in a project on thinking about how to have more fun at recess, and they 
created a book presented to all of the classroom teachers. The book included chapters about how 
slides work, the safety of slides, how to use your imagination in the playground, and about fairness. 
She used simple thinking routines like See-Think-Wonder to provoke thinking, and Chalk Talk to 
get children to elaborate on their thinking. Careful listening to what the students said guided Sarah 
in planning further activities. 
  
Sarah’s involvement with CAC led her to become a clinical social worker serving young children, 
and she is now a school social worker at Appletree Early Learning Public Charter School. While she 
was working towards her social work degree, she consulted on CAC with Jim Reese and with the 
River School in Washington, DC – an independent school for children with hearing loss. In 2022-23, 
Sarah facilitated a pilot CAC program, in which a third of their classrooms participated. She led 
monthly teacher seminars and supported the teachers through regular classroom visits. After 
watching a celebration of CAC learning, parents pleaded for CAC to be a permanent part of the 
curriculum. CAC is now on the school’s website, here.  
   
One problem Sarah mentioned was that CAC teachers at the River School have only one scheduled 
hour a month to reflect together. WIS also had this time problem. There was simply not enough 
time for teachers to look together at documentation and use it to provoke further planning. Sarah 
is trying to inspire teachers at the Appletree School where she now works to use CAC, though this 
is a difficult task because the school has a very structured curriculum. But she said it was her 
mission to bring CAC to the school – to show that children are much more capable than we think 
they are. She sees this as an issue of social justice, and of course social justice is a large part of the 
mission of social work. 
  
She believes CAC helps children build confidence and agency. It also allows them to develop 
literacy and math skills while working on projects that interest them (rather than just being taught 
literacy and math as independent subjects). She would love to find out whether CAC improves the 
state of mental health in children today. Parents also loved CAC, saying they had never thought of 
children as citizens.    
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Chapter 41 
Out of Eden Learn/Open Canopy 
2013-ongoing 
 
 
 
The Out of Eden Learn Project (OOEL) began in 2013. It was originally led by Liz Dawes Duraisingh, 
Carrie James, and Shari Tishman, and is currently led by Liz and Shari   and called The Open 
Canopy. This project began as an experimental collaboration with Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist 
and National Geographic Fellow Paul Salopek. 
 
In January of 2013, Paul began a 24,000 mile walk around the world – beginning in the Great Rift 
Valley in Ethiopia, accompanied at first by a local guide and supply-carrying camels. He is following 
the path taken by our Stone Age ancestors as they migrated out of Africa 60,000 years ago – from 
Ethiopia through the Middle East, Asia, and the Americas, aiming to end at the southern tip of 
South America. Along the way, he documents the experiences of the people he meets – farmers, 
villagers, nomads, and ordinary people whose voices we rarely hear. Paul is practicing “slow 
journalism” – careful observation, interviewing, storytelling, and listening. The name of his venture, 
Out of Eden Walk, refers to his starting place in the Rift Valley, where the oldest hominid fossils to 
date have been found. 
 
The Out of Eden Walk website offers this description:   
 

Paul Salopek’s 24,000-mile odyssey is a decade-long experiment in slow journalism. Moving at the 
beat of his footsteps, Paul is walking the pathways of the first humans who migrated out of Africa 
in the Stone Age and made the Earth ours. Along the way he is covering the major stories of our 
time  – from climate change to technological innovation, from mass migration to cultural survival  
– by giving voice to the people who inhabit them every day. His words, as well as his photographs, 
video, and audio, create a global record of human life at the start of a new millennium as told by 
villagers, nomads, traders, farmers, soldiers, and artists who rarely make the news. In this way, if 
we choose to slow down and observe carefully, we also can rediscover our world. 

  
Project Goals 
PZ researchers Liz, Carrie, and Shari met Paul while he was still planning his journey. They realized 
that this walk could be a rich learning opportunity for students from all over the world – the chance 
to follow Paul on his walk, mirror his activities in their own communities, and share their learning 
with one another. And so was born “Out of Eden Learn” (later renamed The Open Canopy) – a K-12 
asynchronous, virtual exchange program with curricula that include activities for students to carry 
out and reflect on related to Paul’s journey, with each activity called a Footstep. 
 
The mission of The Open Canopy is to ignite students’ interest in the wider world via cross-cultural 
inquiry and exchange (Dawes Duraisingh & Tishman, 2024; Dawes Duraisingh, Sheya, & Kane, 
2018). Students are meant to draw inspiration from the ways in which Salopek and other writers 
and artists combine “slow journalism” with local and global storytelling.  
 

A Free Online Learning Community 
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richer dialogue, guide students in making connections, and sharing how a post extended their 
thinking.   
 
Not only are students connecting with other students from around the world, but they also have an 
authentic audience. They know that what they post will be seen by someone besides their teacher: 
It will be read and commented on by another person their age, living far away, whose life is 
different in many ways from their own, but who is eager to connect. 
 
The Open Canopy Handbook describes this project in detail, and a 2016 paper by Liz, Carrie, and 
Shari describing this initiative can be found here. The Economist featured a cover story on Paul 
Salopek which included the following: 
 

The Harvard Graduate School of Education, a sponsor of the project, has developed a six- to eight-
week curriculum called “Open Canopy” for schools. Over 70,000 children in 30 countries have 
followed Mr. Salopek’s progress, written up their own projects and shared their work with classes 
in other countries. (The Economist, December 19, 2024) 

 
Open Canopy is also an active research project that examines themes such as students’ 
conceptions of culture, the character of their online interactions, and what they learn when they 
slow down to observe the world closely both with and from one another. A collaboration has been 
ongoing with Global Cities – a peer organization – that offers similar online intercultural 
programming. The collaboration involves co-creating a codebook used to analyze the data 
collected, based on Global Cities’ framework for identifying global competence. 
 
For the past 12 years, this program has been free and open to all – and Project Zero hopes it will 
remain so as Paul gets ready to arrive in Alaska and ramble south through the Americas to 
Patagonia, where his journey will eventually end. But long after he puts away his boots, The Open 
Canopy program aspires to remain freely available to educators and students worldwide. After all, 
its powerful approach to teaching and learning – an approach that emphasizes slowing down, 
sharing stories, and making authentic connections across contexts and cultures – will surely 
continue to be vital.   
 

Impact on Students 
Student participants have reported that as a result of their participation, prior stereotypes were 
dismantled, and their curiosity about their own and other peoples’ cultures was increased.   
 
In an online survey, 398 students ages 9-17 who had just completed their first Out of Eden Learn 
learning journey were asked: “By taking part in Out of Eden Learn did you become more interested 
in learning about people and places that are unfamiliar to you?” Responses: “a great deal” (41 
percent), “quite a bit” (31 percent), “somewhat” (18 percent), “a little bit” (7 percent), and “not at all” 
(3 percent). 
 
Many students have also been interviewed about their experience (e.g., Dawes Duraisingh, Blair, & 
Aguiar, 2021). Here is what one student from Mexico said: 
 

Getting to know people from different cultures gives you a different perspective on certain places. 
You can say, ‘Hey, we have a lot of things in common,’ or ‘Hey, that’s different. I would never do 
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that.’ It definitely eliminates stereotypes that you have on that nation or culture or whatever, and 
it gives you a totally different perspective. 

  
Student posts also reveal a positive impact. Here are a few examples from the above mentioned 
white paper (Dawes Duraisingh, et al., 2016):  
 

A student from Mumbai, India posted a photograph of a man receiving a haircut, commenting 
“Hello, as I took a walk in my neighborhood today I saw things I don’t ordinarily see. I was shocked 
because it seemed like everything about my neighborhood was new to me.”  
 
A student from Shanghai, China wrote: “Many times we are busy with life and don’t have time to 
look at the environment around us. Seldom do we have time to make any plans. Out of Eden Learn 
lets me calm down, pay attention to my surroundings and make plans for places that I want to go.”  
 
A student from Barcelona, Spain writes about realizing as she was walking slowly “how much I 
loved being there and all the things that I didn't see before—I didn't notice that I had. And then I 
discovered new places too, and it was really incredible.”  
 
A student from Singapore chose to examine an umbrella in response to the Learning Journey 2 
activity Connecting everyday objects to bigger systems. She noted the different components of the 
umbrella and how as an object it relates to cultural, manufacturing, trade, and linguistic systems. 
This student was able to notice complexity by first slowing down to look at the umbrella very 
closely.  

 

Impact on US Schools 
Mark Urwick, R. J. Frank Academy of Marine Science and Engineering, Oxnard County, California 
R. J. Frank Academy of Marine Science and Engineering is one of three magnet middle schools 
(grades 6-8) in Oxnard County, California (the other two are the Dr. Manuel M. Lopez Academy of 
Arts and Sciences and the Fremont Academy of Environmental Science and Innovative Design). 
Ron Ritchhart has carried out extensive CoT professional development at all three of these schools. 
Almost 90 percent of the students in the Oxnard school district come from Mexican-American 
families where parents work long hours as agricultural workers. Many of the students are English 
language learners and are reading below grade level. 
  
Mark Urwick teaches social studies and world history at the R. J. Frank Academy. He first learned 
about OOEL at the 2017 PZC (and he noted that the PZC really “changed mindsets”). Here is what 
he wrote in a blogpost for The Open Canopy about discovering OOEL: 
  

When I discovered Out of Eden Learn at Project Zero Classroom I was hooked. I remember 
thinking, “Someone built an entire platform that provides structure to support students from my 
school to interact with students around the world and it is all free?! Not only that but they are 
collaborating with an award winning journalist who is walking across the world and providing 
content from some of the countries and people we know the least about. SIGN ME UP!” 

Here is a slide show Mark created to introduce OOEL. 
 

319



At that time, he was serving as an instructional coach and did not have his own classroom. He 
wanted to bring OOEL to his school, and spent the academic year of 2017-2018 team teaching 
OOEL once a week in 11 classrooms. Mark wrote in his blog:  

This quickly became the most rewarding part of my job with students constantly reminding me, 
“Mr. Urwick don’t forget you are coming into 4th period today!” I loved being able to team-teach 
the lessons with the classroom teacher and provide the extra support our English learners need to 
keep up with the pacing of the program. 

  
Mark also ran, and continues to run, hour-long workshops across the Oxnard district on OOEL (as 
well as what he referred to as Visible Thinking Skills). He referred to these as a one-hour pitch in 
which he shows teachers what OOEL can do and shows them that it is easy to use.  
  
Mark values opening up the broader world to his students through OOEL and, at the same time, 
getting students to realize the deep knowledge they have about their own world. As he writes in his 
blog: 
  

Many of the students I work with do not have the opportunity to interact with young people 
beyond their neighborhood. They often have extended family nearby so there is not much 
incentive for day trips to explore the surrounding area. I am always amazed when I ask how many 
students have seen snow and only a few hands go up. When I hear educators comment about the 
lack of “funds of knowledge” of these students, I get frustrated because it is not a lack – it is just 
different. They may not have my funds of knowledge, but these students are eager to share their 
rich, daily experiences with other students far and wide. 
 

Here is an example from one of Mark’s students showing how much she knew about her own world:   
 

This is what I usually see when I walk back home after school.  

 
 
The murals have been there for quite a long time already. Sometimes the people that painted the 
murals have had to fix them by painting them again because some other people would spray paint 
over them and ruin the art that takes a long time to do. There are more parts of the murals but I 
couldn't capture it all in one picture. There is also another mural by Del Sol Park. That one is 
already all ruined though, I'm not sure if they will fix that one. Then the little park that's in the 
middle of the whole complex. It's small but pretty fun. My cousins and I would play on it almost 
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everyday when we were younger during the summer. Nobody really uses it as much as they used 
to, I still remember when almost every kid would go outside and play on it. Some would even be 
there until it got dark and everyone had to go back inside. 

 
Here is an example of how a student from Jordan introduced himself to students in Mark’s class – 
testimony that must have helped Mark’s students rid themselves of any stereotypes of people in 
the Arab world living in tents and riding camels: 
 

My name is Emilio, XD isn't my family name, it just flows with my name.I'm thirteen years old and 
study in king's academy in Madaba, when you hear the word Madaba or Jordan, you'll think we 
ride camels and live in tents, too bad this was our past, we have everything you have. we have 
phones too, you aren't unique, we know about the iphone 8, yet it's harder to buy it here, I'll say 
you are ahead of us by one month and that's not much. Here most kids like football and basketball, 
by the way i'm talking about our football which you refer to as soccer, the football Americans play 
is called American football, makes sense. video games like Fifa 18, GTA V, Overwatch and rocket 
league are my favorites, we prefer a Playstation 4 not an xbox. During my free time i would love to 
watch Youtube, i would watch up to two hours per day, I can name some youtubers you will know 
but too bad the teachers won't, I would waste my time watching jake paul sometimes, but I prefer 
watching his brother logan, I also see ricegum and ksi's disstracks and end my two hours with some 
dude perfect trickshots. 
 
You would love to come one day to see the city of Amman or Madaba, We have the best weather 
in the whole world, you will love to stay. 
 

With OOEL, students connect with others living in very different environments and often coming 
from a very different level of social class. Mark wrote: 
  

Although the content was challenging and our school has high numbers of English learners and 
students reading below grade level, the students felt very comfortable commenting on posts from 
more affluent private school students. Middle school students understand “the world is flat” and, 
yes, some of these students were posting photos from wealthy gated communities with private 
lakes, but issues of class never came up. We were all members of a walking group eager to engage 
with new found friends from around the country and around the world. Students were much more 
interested in sharing hobbies and commenting on daily routines that would come up through 
photos and drawings rather than talking about what their parents did for a living… Out of Eden 
Learn is helping to break down barriers for students who don’t have opportunities to travel far 
beyond their own communities.  

  
As do most OOEL teachers, Mark uses PZ thinking routines. He wrote:  
 

I am constantly asking my students “What makes you say that?” when they comment about Paul’s 
posts, the curriculum on the platform, or the interaction between walking groups members…. Ron 
Ritchhart talks about providing time, opportunities, interactions, environment and language that 
build the culture of thinking, and Out of Eden Learn is the one place I have found that ties all these 
aspects together. 

  
Mark said that the well-written framework from PZ contains everything teachers look for  all on 
one platform: 
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this shift in the way I teach, I am starting to see students empowered by their new role in learning, 
as they go from passive receivers of information to active knowledge creators. 

  
She also wrote two blogs about her use of Out of Eden Learn as a tool for getting students more 
engaged in writing and to write with greater depth. She concludes this blog with these words: 
  

Our students live in a fast world. I have noticed that when they are invited to slow down, 
look closely, and make their own observations, they experience joy in the process. And 
when they know their stories matter to others, they care about writing them. 
Understanding others’ perspectives comes more easily for students as Paul Salopek shares 
his discoveries through slow journalism dispatches, videos, Tweets, and Instagram posts. 
They feel his desire to understand the world. And in their online dialogues, with their peers 
in other classrooms around the world, I see a developing eye toward understanding others’ 
perspectives and the authenticity I seek for them as writers. No more groans and looks of 
despair! 

  
According to Holly, not only were the students more engaged, but Holly was also more engaged in 
their writing. She told me that she  recently went to a 12th grade graduation where she saw her 
grown 5th grade students. She was shocked that she could remember vividly what they had written 
in their Out of Eden project. 
  
She concluded this OOEL blog with these words: 
  

Instead of having the Common Core Standards guide my teaching, the learning of the standards 
became a consequence of the thinking moves the students were making in their footsteps, 
discussions and extended class work. While I believe we incorporated every Common Core State 
Standard for reading and writing, I was particularly impressed with the progress the students 
made towards achieving the standards that involved the most thinking and analysis. 

 
Nevada Benton, Escalante Middle School, Durango Colorado 
Nevada Benton teaches 8th grade social studies at Escalante Middle School, a public school in the 
Durango School District in Colorado, where she initially taught 7th grade language and literature 
for four years. Before that she taught 6th through 12th grade language and literature at Mandela 
International Magnet School, an IB school in Santa Fe, New Mexico. She has integrated OOEL into 
her classes at both of these schools. At Mandela, she also worked with Ron Ritchhart on VT and 
CoT. She has been a fellow at the PZC, and this is where she learned about OOEL. 
 
In 2023, her social studies class at Escalante followed OOEL’s Remembering the Past learning 
journey, and she incorporated the Native American perspective (some of her students were Native 
American). She was able to bring a traveling museum of Native American artifacts to her class, and 
students used the See-Think-Wonder routine as they studied these artifacts. Her students also 
took a virtual tour of a Native American museum in Santa Fe where they selected a piece of art and 
engaged in an art quest, using all of the entry points into art developed by Jessica Davis in Project 
Muse (described in Chapter 10), reflecting on what this meant for them. Children worked in groups 
of three-five students, with each focusing on a different entry point. One student read the 
questions aloud, and the others responded often prompting one another with the thinking routine 
“What makes you say that?” Nevada told me that students find this to be engaging. She said that 
next time, however, she will teach them how to do an Art Quest in greater depth by engaging in one 
as a whole class before breaking up into groups. 
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Nevada said that she has yet to convince any other teacher at her current school to adopt OOEL, 
probably because it requires extensive time outside of the school day to manage. At the IB school in 
Santa Fe, other teachers in the English Department were using OOEL along with Nevada. 
 
Nevada has faced some resistance from Escalante curriculum consultants who were concerned 
about whether she was meeting all of the standards. “I just aligned it with either my English or 
Social Studies standards because doing OOEL was important to me,” she said. She has been 
teaching with OOEL for 11 years, despite the extra challenges of sometimes not having a teacher 
partner to collaborate with and having to align to the standards to prove its educational value. 
 
Nevada switched from teaching English after four years at Escalante to teaching social 
studies,because teachers of English (but not social studies) were required to use a fully scripted 
curriculum. She said she is an improvisational kind of teacher – “listening to what my students need 
and meeting them where they’re at.” For this she needs pedagogical freedom. 
 
One challenge she faced with OOEL was that only 40 percent of her students were reading and 
writing at grade level. Her students were sometimes grouped with students from independent 
schools who were at grade level. She was concerned that her students might be self-conscious 
about posting their reflections and questions. So she did an initial brainstorm with her students 
about what they wanted to post, they then revised and revised again and only after that were they 
allowed to post a comment.    
 
Over the 11 years, Nevada’s individual-, whole-, and small-group support has varied depending on 
the learning journey, the students, and what each footstep was calling for. At Mandela she had 50 
students, and so individual writing conferences could happen twice per learning journey. At 
Escalante she has 100 students, and so individual conferences happen for all students once per 
learning journey, and then as needed if students are struggling to engage.  
 
The whole group instruction at both schools has included viewing and analyzing other student 
examples of posts and comments. Small group instruction has included peer reviews using PZ 
thinking routines such as the Three Whys. (Why might this topic/question matter to me? Why 
might it matter to people around me? Why might it matter to the world?) Individual conferences 
have typically been held using the Ladder of Feedback for posts, and feedback on an individual 
basis is typically done by private comments on Google Classroom. Also students draft all posts on a 
Google document and feedback is given to each student prior to their posting.  
 
Nevada also had to go over guidelines for appropriate communication. One student, for example, 
created an avatar of a girl and made fun of it; another was talking about women’s bodies at church; 
another used a photo of a rap star for a profile picture; another used an account with an 
inappropriate account name. Out of approximately 750 students, these were the only such issues 
she faced over 11 years.  
 
When asked how she evaluated the program, Nevada was very positive. She noted that her 
students were excited to talk to other students around the world. She has found the framework 
easy for her to use and also flexible enough to adjust so as to meet her school’s mandates. She liked 
the sentence stems from the dialogue toolkit, because it helps students who lack the experience of 
texting with someone in a substantive way. And there are enough walking journeys to allow her to 
offer something new to those students who are in her class for two years in a row. “Engaging in 
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other perspectives is very powerful,” she said. Learning to use academic discourse, and thinking 
deeply, make this program worth it, in spite of the time and work that it calls for. For her students 
who would not go on to college, the experience of OOEL might be the only way they would ever be 
introduced to this kind of collaborative deep learning. 
 
She did have a few suggestions for improvement. Many of her students have executive function 
difficulties, and she thinks that the platform could be made more accessible if students could use an 
app on their cell phones during OOEL work. This would allow students to do less clicking around to 
get into their posts, edit them, or find one to comment on.  
 
Mike McPharlin, Francis Parker School, Chicago, Illinois 
Mike McPharlin is an experienced teacher currently teaching 5th grade (9-11 year olds) at the 
Francis Parker School in Chicago, a K-12 independent, progressive school. He first learned about 
OOEL while attending a conference where someone was speaking about Paul Salopek’s journey. 
 He used it in his class the following year and is now in his 9th year of using it with his 
students. He is currently the only teacher at his school using the program. 
  
Mike sees clear connections between OOEL and the various subjects he teaches. He first used it in 
his social studies curriculum. Paul writes about the lived experiences of the people he encounters, 
and Mike’s social studies curriculum focuses on the way in which our perspective shapes how we 
understand our world and our history. 
  
He has used OOEL in his measurement unit in math. He asked his students to calculate the number 
of steps Paul had taken from his starting point to his current location. The only thing he gave them 
(after communicating with Paul), was Paul’s average stride length. After that they had to figure out 
their own average stride length and calculate how many footsteps they would have taken going the 
same distance as Paul. 
  
Mike has used the dialogue toolkit in his writing curriculum when students are peer editing – 
students use the elements of the dialogue kit when they provide feedback to each other as writers. 
He has also partnered with the science teacher on some of OOEL’s projects. 
  
Mike praised the framework and curriculum of OOEL as very well developed, immediately 
accessible without first requiring professional development. He did say that the PZ team has 
always been available for questions. One year Mike came to the PZC and spoke at one of the OOEL 
sessions about the challenges and benefits of using OOEL and thought it was very useful for 
educators to hear from other educators using OOEL. 
  
Mike believes that his students benefit greatly from OOEL:   
  

They get to think about important topics, like the relationship between human health and 
planetary health or the relationship between mental health and the environment. These are topics 
that would be difficult to teach to 5th graders, but with the OOEL framework, students readily 
make connections to these issues. 
 
They notice the similarities between themselves and students living very different kinds of lives – 
which is sometimes surprising to them. 
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There are many online platforms where students can communicate with students in other 
countries, but OOEL is the only one he knows of where students are communicating with students 
in far-away places all engaged in the same kind of learning and talking about the same ideas. This 
makes the interaction much deeper and more meaningful, he said. 
 
OOEL makes kids better thinkers, he said. They really care about Paul, and they really care about 
connecting to other students far away. This makes the learning real and powerful, and they think 
deeply. “It’s not learning that is being done to them,” he said. “It’s learning they are taking part in.” 
 
OOEL helps kids become better at communicating with others. 

  
Parents have also responded very positively. Former students often ask Mike if his students are 
still doing OOEL; they tell their younger siblings going into Mike’s 5th grade that they will get to do 
this exciting project; and many keep up to date on Paul via social media. 
  
The biggest challenge he has faced is that bringing something new into the existing curriculum 
requires time, but he does not simply get to remove something else. He said, “If you feel it’s 
important, you find a way to do it.” 
 
Jennifer Murray do Carmo, Kingswood Regional High School, Wolfeboro, New Hampshire 
Jennifer Murray do Carmo teaches at Kingswood Regional High School in Wolfeboro, New 
Hampshire, a fairly conservative area with a great deal of diversity in SES. 
  
When we spoke in 2024, Jennifer had been using OOEL for six years. She learned about OOEL 
while developing a course on current issues in global citizenship. She found on the internet a 
National Geographic, grant-funded, professional learning community called Walk On. She applied, 
was accepted, and there she was introduced to OOEL as well as to PZ thinking routines by Kim 
Young, the learning community’s leader. The group followed the Human Migration module of 
OOEL, reflected together, built resources, and shared practices. 
  
OOEL has inspired Jennifer and shaped much of her own professional development. Because of 
OOEl she has embedded slow journalism, close looking, storytelling, and thinking routines into her 
global citizenship class. 
  
Here is an example of how she brought something from the students’ own community into OOEL. 
James Foley, an American journalist who was beheaded by the terrorist group ISIS in 2014, had 
graduated from Kingswood High School. Her students began to explore James’s story through the 
OOEL theme of borders. Students created an exhibit about James, including one station called “The 
Three Why’s” – Why is James’s story important to you? To the local community? To the world? 
Students invited various groups to view the exhibit (including the school’s administrators and 
James’s parents.) A photographer documented the exhibit and the students were invited to present 
their work to the school board. They then received a grant of $8600 allowing them to fly to the 
James Foley Awards at the National Press Club. 
  
Jennifer’s department is quite traditional, and no other teachers use OOEL. She said there was not 
a lot of curiosity among teachers about what others were teaching. She faced no opposition from 
the school administration. 
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Jennifer has taken both the Visible Thinking and Making Learning Visible online courses and also 
attended the PZC in 2023 (using her own funds). What she found most interesting at the PZC was 
watching Sarah Sheya (and perhaps Liz) evaluate student work from OOEL using PZ protocols. She 
had never seen anything like this before, with students noting their work being taken seriously by 
adults. Jennifer said that PZ researchers respect teachers and recognize that they have a lot to 
offer, just like she saw students being respected by OOEL researchers. She liked being a student at 
PZ, because she could then imagine how to teach students in the same way. PZ professional 
development models how to teach, with participants in the role of students, and this kind of 
professional development sticks, she said. 
  
She finds OOEL particularly useful for her students. Their lives are very insular, and OOEL makes 
the world bigger for them. The Circle of Viewpoints helps students see themselves in their local 
community, their school, their state, their country, and the world. OOEL gets them to think about 
important and relevant issues like what is a border and what are the invisible borders in their 
school – such as SES. It allows them to talk about difficult issues like immigration by seeing the 
human stories behind migration. It allows students from families who have different political beliefs 
avoid knee-jerk responses and think deeply about stereotyping, bias, and hate. 
  
Jennifer said that OOEL has changed how she teaches. Before OOEL, she was a more traditional 
teacher, often lecturing. PZ, she said, gave her tools to experiment with. She finds her new way of 
teaching, where students are driving their own learning, to be rich and joyful. PZ is her place to go 
for professional development – “it’s the gold standard.” She wrote to me that OOEL “has helped me 
be a better student of my students.”   
 
Chris Sloan, Judge Memorial Catholic High School, Salt Lake City, Utah 
Chris Sloan teaches photography, AP English Language and Composition, and a class on New Media 
at Judge Memorial Catholic High School in Salt Lake City, Utah. We interviewed him about his use 
of OOEL and thinking routines. 
  
Chris uses OOEL in his photography classes but not in his English classes, for two reasons. First, he 
has more latitude in the photography classes, whereas in the English classes there are more 
constraints in the curriculum. Second, the idea of slow journalism meshes well with his goals in his 
teaching of photography, as described below.  
  
In about 2014, he first learned about OOEL through the National Writing Project. Someone there 
suggested he connect to OOEL due to his interest in productive civil dialogue online. He connected 
with Liz, Carrie, and Shari and worked with them on developing the OOEL Dialogue Toolkit. 
  
He finds OOEL particularly helpful in getting students to change their habits of snapping quick 
photos on their phones and instead slow down and study the subject of their photos before taking 
pictures. He noted how students responded to the assignment in the Stories of Migration learning 
journey – asking them to photograph a family object over 30 years old and interview a family 
member about it. One student found a family bible from the 1600s; another found her great- 
grandmother’s ring that had been handed down to her mother. In the context of studying and 
learning about the object from a family member, both of these students took strong photographs.   
  
Chris is the only faculty member of his school using OOEL. PZ never came to his school to do 
professional development. Chris really came to understand OOEL by his working face to face with 
Carrie, Liz, and Shari and collaborating on the Dialogue Toolkit. The other support he has received 
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is by connecting virtually with other OOEL educators around the world. Finally, he said that the 
curriculum itself provides support, and he riffs off of it. 
  
Chris noted what he believes are three important consequences of engaging students in OOEL: 
  

Slowing down and looking more carefully. OOEL gets students to slow down and be more 
intentional about the images they take. This happens because they have to use digital 
cameras instead of their phones, which means they have to slow down to control the 
aperture and shutter speed. This gets them to look more carefully as they compose their 
picture. 
  
Understanding others is very different from oneself. OOEL is an online community where 
teachers are present to help students engage in productive interactions online (unlike with 
Facebook or Twitter/X, where there is no adult monitoring). OOEL gets students to take the 
perspectives of other students living in very different cultures from their own. He uses the 
thinking routine Circle of Viewpoints before students comment on someone’s post so that 
they can gain some understanding of the other before engaging in conversation. His 
students, he said, “can be provincial, and any time we can get them to see outside of 
themselves, understanding that people are living very different kinds of lives, that's 
important.” This is also why parents like the program – they want their children to see a 
broader world. 
  
Becoming respectful digital citizens. Related to the benefit of understanding others is 
becoming more respectful digital citizens. The students who take his English classes after 
having taken his photography classes seem to him to be more respectful digital citizens 
than those who have not engaged with OOEL.   
  
Seeing beauty in the everyday. Finally, taking photos intentionally, focusing on the 
everyday, and editing their photos helps students appreciate things and see the beauty in 
the world. Given how much we hear about today’s students as anxious and depressed, this 
can only be a good thing.  

  
When asked about challenges, Chris said that he is asking his students to engage online in ways 
that are new to them, since they are used to firing off things quickly, sometimes anonymously. He 
needs to get students’ buy-in, but generally they do so. “Every semester at least one student gets 
passionate about OOEL, and most often it’s quite a few in the class. There are some students who 
just go through the motions, but I'd say they're less than half of the class.”   
  
When we asked about thinking routines, Chris told us that he uses variations of Think-Pair-Share in 
both his photography and English classes. He uses Circle of Viewpoint in his English class, to help 
students see beyond themselves. He uses many more routines in his summer teaching, where he 
works with teachers from all over the world. He introduces them to thinking routines so that they 
will come to use them in their own practice. 

  
Impact on Schools Outside the US 
Kiriaki Melliou, Ministry of Education, Greece  
At a 2013 Visible Thinking Conference in Miami, Florida, Kiriaki Melliou heard Shari present OOEL. 
As she wrote in her blog for The Open Canopy, she knew right away that she wanted to bring this 
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project to Greece, a country replete with immigrants speaking many different languages. At that 
time, Kiriaki was a kindergarten teacher in Piraeus, Greece, working in a low-income public school 
serving many refugee families. Now she works for the Ministry of Education in Greece, where part 
of her work involves overseeing the use of OOEL in over 100 classrooms including those in remote 
islands. 
 
Greece has a mandatory curriculum that all schools (except for IB schools) must follow. In 2019, the 
Ministry of Education launched a large educational reform movement and invited organizations 
and universities to develop a competency-based curriculum to include seven-week mini-courses in 
four thematic areas (called Skills Labs): Well Being, 
Environment, Social Conscience and Responsibility, and Innovation. In collaboration with the 
University of Piraeus and with the support of the OOEL team, Kiriaki wrote a proposal for OOEL to 
be one of these mini-courses within the theme of “Social Conscience and Responsibility.” The PZ 
team worked closely with Kiriaki when she developed her proposal, and when she tested it out in 
June 2020. Kiriaki and the PZ team then set up online workshops open to all teachers in Greece 
who had chosen to pilot the OOEL mini-course. In 2021, the OOEL Skills Lab project that featured 
the OOEL mini-course won the first prize for a competition run by the Global Education Network 
Europe (GENE). In 2022, the OOEL dialogue tools and PZ thinking routines became part of the 
mandatory Greek national curriculum for students from early childhood through primary 
education (ages 4 to 12).  
  
Kiriaki faced a problem: teachers reported feeling under pressure to use OOEL along with the 
curriculum content they had to cover. She found that they often omitted parts of the footsteps or 
reduced opportunities for “slow looking.” As a result, in collaboration with the Department of 
Digital Systems at the University of Piraeus, Kiriaki developed a new OOEL-inspired series of mini-
courses closely tied to the content of the curriculum and to all four thematic areas. Instead of using 
Paul Salopek’s resources, she identified specific units in the curriculum that could be tied to basic 
OOEL activities. For example, mapping the neighborhood was associated with Geography units, 
doing an interview was linked to Language units, and so forth. As a result, teachers now feel they 
have time to cover the content of the curriculum, because the new 15 OOEL-inspired mini-courses 
include the units teachers have to teach, and they relate to all four thematic areas. One of these 
mini-courses is shown below as a strong example of an educator adapting a PZ framework to fit the 
context in which that educator worked. 
 
Sample OOEL-inspired Minicourse for Science and STEM/ 4th Thematic Area of Innovation 
Primary School of Ano-Syros (an island in the Cyclades)  

Week 1. Syros, like most Greek islands, is facing a challenging water future. Climate change, low 
rainfall, and geology are some of the issues that prevent locals from storing sufficient water. As 
illustrated in the image below, 6th grade students engage in slow looking as they explore their 
neighborhoods to identify natural resources that could be used for drinking water (related 
curriculum subjects: Geography, Language, Local History).  
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Slow looking 

 

Week 2. Students in groups use several PZ thinking routines to revisit their field notes and 
documentation. Without sufficient water resources in their island, students needed to find a 
solution to combat water scarcity (related curriculum subjects: Language, Science, Environment). 

Week 3. They decided to interview officers from the municipality of Syros, who were responsible 
for rural water management and also organized an online meeting with a representative of a Greek 
NGO on nature-based water solutions (related curriculum subjects: Language, ICT, Social 
Sciences). 

Week 4. Reflecting on the information gathered from previous steps, the students decided to 
create a system for collecting and filtering rainwater. Connecting PZ thinking routines and OOEL 
dialogue tools with STEM methodology, they designed a model of “steps” for constructing their 
“solution.” Among their actions was to predict where rainwater will flow and calculate collection 
and use (related curriculum subjects: Language, Math, Sciences, Arts). 

Weeks 5-6. Students created a water collection and filtration system pictured below (related 
curriculum subjects: Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, Math). 
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A water collection and filtration system  

 

Week 7 Their work is shared with the local authorities (related curriculum subjects: Social 
Sciences, Language).   

The thinking routines and OOEL dialogue tools were used to design protocols for students’ work 
and self assessment rubrics like the one below. 

The OOEL resources were translated into Greek by Kiriaki. In addition, PZ thinking routines and 
the OOEL dialogue tools were included as strategies for promoting 21st century competencies that 
included critical thinking, problem solving, and perspective taking. 
   
Kiriaki spoke about two challenges she has faced in getting teachers to use OOEL: 
  
The first has been to show teachers how OOEL aligns with the national curriculum. 
  
The second is insufficient professional development. Kiriaki devotes her own personal time for 
professional development in the use of OOEL, but she cannot do it all. She wishes that PZ could 
have ambassadors all around the world engaging in professional development not only for OOEL 
but also for all of its other frameworks. 
  
Kiriaki spoke about the multiple benefits of OOEL. About the power of slow looking (which she said 
everyone can do, even newly arrived students who do not yet speak Greek), she wrote this this 
2015 blog:   
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This new perspective of looking at common things through different and more ‘patient’ lenses 
encouraged children to become critical of their own assumptions about their immediate 
environment. 

  
OOEL provides a way to develop deep critical thinking: it helps revise their “situated” assumptions 
about culture, project themselves into another culture, and wonder about what they do not know. 
For example, children wondered if culture disappears when people disappear, if it leaves signs 
behind, and finally if Paul’s culture would change after the end of his long walk.. 

  
OOEL makes online communication more meaningful. As Kiriaki wrote,  
 

I have been using asynchronous communication for many years in my classroom, but in exchanges 
among children I always noticed that they were quite impersonal and superficial. What makes a 
real difference on the Out of Eden Learn platform, however, is the Dialogue Toolkit, which is 
designed to support meaningful communication between students of different nationalities living 
in different countries. During each footstep children were encouraged to brainstorm and structure 
the questions to their ‘distant’ friends using the vocabulary of several thinking routines. Soon, all 
comments became more thoughtful, which allowed children to develop reflective interactions with 
their peers. (See the example she offered in the blog).  

  
OOEL aligns with Greece’s global education goals. By fostering mutual understanding across 
cultures, OOEL helps students understand that the difficult experiences they and their families 
may have had (particularly children of immigrants and refugees) are similar to those had by others. 
As Kiriaki wrote in her blog, “the biggest advantage of viewing the world through the stories of 
others was that it helped to develop a culture of respect for human diversity and complexity.” 
  
OOEL bridges the language barrier children face in communicating across cultures. Kiriaki 
concludes her blogpost with these words:  
 

I’d like to invite all non-English speaking early childhood educators around the world to consider 
taking the vocabulary challenge and join the Out of Eden Learn community because the stories 
and experiences that are shared here go beyond any language barriers. 

  
In a 2016 blog, Kiriaki elaborates on these points and also adds that OOEL offers students visibility.  
 

For me, documentation is an integral part of maintaining and interpreting our Out of Eden Learn 
experiences. Documentation invites students to present their stories and others to slow down and 
listen to them. Thus, even children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds become able to “see” 
the value and meaning of their ideas and develop a positive self-image. 

  
Kiriaki praised the support she received by the entire OOEL team. 
  
India 
For the Loka School in Bihar, India, discovering Out of Eden Learn was transformative.   
 
Loka was founded in 2007 by Charlotte Leech, an arts policy advisor from the Netherlands, and 
Sanat Kumar, a Sanskrit scholar from India. These two educators began teaching rural children, 
sitting under a neem tree in Varanasi, India. Eventually a small structure was built on a temporary 
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