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Introduction

Passion lies at the intersection of a dream and success. Those who are 
passionate about their craft typically have a dream of what can be, and have 
had glimpses of that dream in small pockets of success along the way. That 
combination fuels a desire to keep moving forward, regardless of personal 
sacrifice, fully believing that this is the road on which they are meant to trav-
el.

The field of education is graced with many passionate teachers—those 
who believe that all students can learn and are fueled by those moments 
when students perform beyond their expectations. The Greek philosopher 
Heraclitus said that you can never step in the same river twice, because the 
river is constantly changing. So it is with the classroom. Each day brings 
newness: students are constantly changing, growing, and learning; passion-
ate teachers are continually honing their craft; society possesses a momen-
tum that repeatedly presents new challenges for schools.

Passionate teachers see beyond the barriers; they know there is a bet-
ter way to prepare young people for their future and to unleash in them all 
the potential they possess. They explore new ways of approaching teaching 
and learning, and, fueled by isolated and sometimes small encounters with 
success, they forge ahead. I have no doubt that the relentless pursuit of in-
structional innovation by the passionate few will overcome the barriers of 
resistance and create innovative, adaptive learning environments that will 
both serve and form society in ways beyond our current imagination.

My own passion for pursuing instructional and organizational innova-
tion in schools is fueled by the wonderful stories I’ve collected over the years 
from my own teaching; from my encounters with passionate teachers who 
have taken my vision and turned it into reality; and from my collaboration 
with the dedicated, creative, and innovative people with whom I’ve had the 
pleasure to work at IDE Corp.

My vision for the Learner-Active, Technology-Infused Classroom was in-
spired by many moments throughout my life. When I was ten, I began run-
ning a summer school program for the neighborhood children; by the time 
I was twelve, I was charging fees and holding graduation ceremonies for 
parents. In some ways, it was a one-room schoolhouse; I had neighborhood 
children of all ages anxious to come to my school for the three days a week it 
was open, including those who were gifted, those with learning difficulties, 
and a child with cerebral palsy. To meet their needs, I assigned varying work 
and spent a lot of my time working in small groups and with individual 
students. I still look back in amazement that the neighborhood kids hated 
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to miss a day of summer school, given that we truly worked the entire time! 
One bright and talented young man had been attending my school since age 
three. When his mom had her first parent–teacher conference, his teacher 
pointed out how far ahead he was from his peers, no doubt because of the 
private school he was attending. Today, the young man is a judge, and I like 
to think his early experiences in “school” helped to fuel his own passion for 
his craft.

An early experience in my teaching career inspired me to solidify my vi-
sion and articulate it so that others could join my quest for the ultimate learn-
ing environment. It was the late seventies, my second year in teaching and 
first year teaching middle school. I was assigned the lower-level math stu-
dents who had repeatedly failed the state tests. I remember starting class ask-
ing my eighth graders to take out their books, only to find that few brought 
them. Paper? Pencil? My efforts to recreate the traditions experienced in my 
own schooling seemed futile. One day, I asked my students to simply show 
up for class the next day—no books, no paper, no pencils. They all complied. 
I had pushed back the desks and arranged the chairs in a circle. I explained 
that I wanted to keep my job and they needed to learn math, and I asked 
them for the solution to my dilemma. My students pointed out that math in-
struction was boring and they didn’t see the point. I suggested that perhaps 
I could design projects that would make the learning more meaningful; they 
agreed to give it a try.

I don’t remember the first project I designed, nor the entire complement, 
but I do recall a few. We created scale drawings of birdhouses to build; we 
used paper plates to create polyhedra disco balls (it was, after all, the seven-
ties). In those days, teachers could take their students out to play kickball on 
a nice day. My students would head out with clipboards to track the progress 
of the game; once inside, they would run the statistics on the game and ana-
lyze it in light of previous games. When the state tests arrived, my students 
did quite well, with almost all of them passing. I remember my principal 
asking me what I did; I didn’t know. He persisted and pointed out that my 
students performed particularly well on percentages, but I simply shrugged 
my shoulders and admitted I hadn’t gotten to that chapter yet.

Years later, I realized what had happened. I had designed higher-order 
problems for my students to solve, and then provided them with the resourc-
es and support they needed to learn. I realized, too, that the problems did not 
encompass only the skills in a single chapter of the textbook; they spanned 
many chapters. I would venture to say we worked with percentages, for ex-
ample, in most of the problems. I saw the power of students learning from a 
felt need in an authentic context, and that year and the successes my teaching 
style yielded never left me.

It was, however, the invention of the desktop computer and its arrival in 
schools that further fueled my vision for the classroom. Teachers are faced 
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with a classroom of students with varying needs and interests; computers 
provide them with a wealth of opportunities to help students learn. In the 
early eighties, I was a district-level administrator, when I decided to make 
“an offer to innovate” to a couple of teachers. Alysse Daches and Cyndie 
Bach taught fourth and fifth grade, respectively. They were both among the 
daring few who purchased desktop computers for their homes. I asked how 
they would like to have five desktop computers for their classrooms, and 
they jumped at the chance. Over the course of the next few months, I saw a 
new vision for the classroom spring to life. On one visit they told me they 
felt guilty that the computers sat vacant while they were teaching lessons; I 
suggested that perhaps they could reduce the number of whole-class lessons 
in favor of other means of providing instruction. On another visit they told 
me how challenging it was for the children to push together desks of all dif-
ferent sizes and attempt to work collaboratively. I replaced the desks with 
42-inch-round tables. Structure by structure, strategy by strategy, my vision 
for instruction took shape. More than twenty years later, with myriad class-
room teachers implementing the Learner-Active, Technology-Infused Classroom, 
I wrote this book to capture the essence of this classroom to share with pas-
sionate teachers everywhere.

The book is intended to be a guide to designing an Authentic Learning 
Unit, which is at the core of the Learner-Active, Technology-Infused Classroom, 
and the structures and strategies to support its implementation. I believe 
it’s best if you pause after each chapter and spend some time designing the 
various components of the unit. The early chapters delve into designing 
an appropriate core problem for students to solve and the analytic rubric 
to provide them with clearly articulated expectations. Chapter 4 introduces 
the notion of “participatory structures,” or ways in which students partici-
pate in the learning process. Chapter 5 addresses differentiation techniques. 
Although much is written about lesson-level differentiation, this chapter 
also addresses unit-level differentiation and classroom-level differentiation. 
Chapter 6 offers a variety of structures and strategies for creating an envi-
ronment in which students take responsibility for the own learning and thus 
engage more fully in the learning process. Chapter 7 offers a look at facilitat-
ing learning in this environment. Chapter 8 addresses physical classroom 
design, which will prove to be more useful for those who have more control 
over their physical classroom space than for those who do not. The ten prin-
ciples of the Learner-Active, Technology-Infused Classroom are woven through-
out and then addressed more fully in the final chapter.

I hope this book helps to fuel your passion and provide you with many 
ideas for innovatively designing your classroom.
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