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Introduction

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

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

The unfortunate reality is that many students report finding school bor-
ing. It’s one of the common threads between both those who perform well aca-
demically and those who don’t. I have had many conversations with students 
who get good grades but say something like, “School’s pretty boring, but I have 
my heart set on getting into a program, so I just keep at it.”
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2    �    The Relevant Classroom

This creates problems on multiple levels, for both students and teachers, 
and is one of the main reasons I wrote this book. The way that we do school—
the structure, process, and expectations—means that school often does not 
work well for both students and teachers. There are myriad reasons why this 
is the case, and we will explore several of them in the chapters that follow, but 
suffice it to say the current system of teaching and learning is not working. 
Students are frequently disengaged, are not learning as much as they could, 
and too frequently drop out. Teachers are working too hard and are profes-
sionally frustrated, and too frequently they drop out as well, either literally or 
emotionally. It doesn’t have to be this way.

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

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

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

students and they will understand why they are learning it. Chapter 3 unpacks 
how to do this successfully and provides some examples.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

So why do we persist in maintaining an increasingly obsolete system? The 
first step to finding that answer requires that we dig deeper into the nature 
of this obsolescence so that we can move toward a remedy. There is a nearly 
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The Case for Change     �    9

who think that it’s impossible that it could happen to us need to talk to some-
one who used to be a travel agent or repaired transistor radios and TVs.

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

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

The industry-inspired production line model underlies many of the 
current trends in accountability. Business’s intense focus on metrics has 
been transferred into the educational sphere, with problematic results: The 
overly simplistic application of these metrics has punished students, schools, 
and administrators in neighborhoods with low socioeconomic status for not 
measuring up. It has also resulted in minimal meaningful change. Metrics 
themselves are not a bad idea, but what we measure and how we measure is 
crucial. Using multiple-choice tests, bringing negative attention to commu-
nities that are already struggling, and embarrassing rather than supporting 
them is bound to fail our students. A school is not a branch plant that is having 
difficulty maintaining profitability. It’s an incubator for the future.
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10    �    The Relevant Classroom

It’s not an accident that some of the best education systems in the world 
have placed far less focus on superficial accountability and far more focus on 
delivering high-quality learning experiences (by contrast, e.g., Norwegian 
students take a single, standardized test at the age of 16). The central issue is 
what is best for students and how to build the learning around them rather 
than building them into the learning.

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

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

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

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

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

tently interesting; 
• Struggle to figure out why students aren’t making more progress;
• Feel the pressure of coaxing students to do well on standardized tests;
• Are expected to implement an endless array of top-down reforms;
• Are then blamed when the reforms don’t work; and
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The Case for Change     �    11

• Often go home tired, underappreciated, and frustrated that they can’t 
get their students to where they want them.

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

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

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

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

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

Survival Skills
When we start to reflect on a shift in the direction in the classroom, it’s 

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

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

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

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

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

A growth mindset is one where we believe that our “intelligence or 
personality is something you can develop”; a fixed mindset is one where we 
believe they are a “fixed, deep-seated trait” (Dweck, 2006, p. 4). Thus, seeing 
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