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1

What Makes a 
Mess Meaningful?

1

“THIS is a mess!” Those were my exact words after I decided 
to allow my classroom to be not only student-centered, but also 
student-driven. I made the decision to allow my students to learn 
by doing and to give them opportunities to learn by pursuing their 
own passions. In doing so, everything looked differently than it had 
before. Managing the classroom was no longer easy, predictable, 
and comfortable. Instead, it was difficult, risky, and uncomfortable. 
I wondered if I had made the wrong decision and considered going 
back to expecting my students to sit quietly, listen while I taught, and 
then regurgitate on a worksheet or a unit test the information that 
I had shared in order to prove that they had “learned” the content.

The reality is that I was way out of my lane and felt like I could 
lose control at any moment. The new strategies I was employing in 
the classroom were unfamiliar and not as easy as what I had done 
before. To put it simply, I was outside of my comfort zone, and 
because of that, I felt vulnerable and questioned my decision. But the @
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a meaningful 2MESS

truth is, none of us should be comfortable in education right now. 
If educating today’s students is comfortable and easy, something is 
wrong. Considering the skills and strengths of today’s learners and 
the access that they have to the world, we should be doing things 
in the classroom that are different and beyond what we have always 
known. 

That’s the purpose of this book—to provide you with strategies 
to empower today’s learners. How? To get started, you must be ready 
to take risks in the classroom, practice messy learning, seek mean-
ingful work, and find meaning (and fun) amongst a mess. 

Take Risks in the Classroom
Allowing students to learn by doing while pursuing their pas-

sions requires risk-taking. Taking a risk can be very scary, but the 
reality is that if we never take the risk, we will never see the reward. 
Comfort zones can be a scary place where nothing ever happens. 
They are very easy to fall into and very hard to get out of. It is only 
when we begin to push past our comfort zones and take risks that 
we will begin to give this generation of learners what they need to 
experience real learning. Continuing to teach the way that we have in 
the past simply will not work for today’s students. And why would it? 
We are preparing today’s learners for a completely different society 
and completely different real-world experiences than students from 
even a decade ago.

You don’t have to look far to realize that things are changing. 
When we eat out at restaurants, we no longer have to wait for a waiter 
to bring us our ticket. Instead, we are able to pay immediately using 
the mini-kiosk on our table. Self-driving cars are no longer things 
that are just talked about; they exist. We can interact with images 
and text using augmented reality, bringing images to life. There’s no 
denying that things have changed, and because society has changed, 
so have our learners. Never before have learners had instant access to 
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3 What Makes a Mess Meaningful?

information and the opportunity to instantly share their learning 
with others around the world. That, in and of itself, is reason for 
change. For so long, our role as educators has been to deliver infor-
mation. Because students now have instant access to that informa-
tion, it only makes sense that what we do as educators must be 
reconsidered. 

Today’s students need 
more, and I would even say 
that they deserve more. The 
reality is that there are not 
too many successful com-
panies that have not been 
willing to take risks. In fact, 
many of them are success-
ful because of their willing-
ness to take a risk. Blake 
Mycoskie, the founder of TOMS, took a big risk when he made the 
decision to build his company around the idea of giving away a pair of 
shoes for every pair that was purchased (Rampton, 2016). There are 
many shoe companies, but not many of them make such big prom-
ises. Mycoskie knew his customers and knew what he wanted for his 
company well enough to be willing to do something different. In doing 
so, he was able to build a reputation, and following that resulted in a 
successful business that has done and continues to do very well.

Just like Mycoskie, Elon Musk, Steve Jobs, and Bill Gates became 
successful because they were willing to think outside of the box and 
invest in what they believed in. They were unwilling to settle for 
mediocrity and believed enough in their investments to do what-
ever it took to make them successful. As educators, we invest in our 
learners. Just like all of these revolutionary leaders, we should be 
unwilling to settle for mediocrity. We should expect nothing less 
than greatness from our learners and do what it takes to set them on 
their individual paths toward success.

Many of these individuals went through difficulties and confu-
sion while they were figuring things out. However, they knew the 

We should expect nothing 
less than greatness 

from our learners and 
do what it takes to set 

them on their individual 
paths toward success.
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a meaningful 4MESS

reward would be worth the risk—or at least they believed that it 
would. Although risk-taking can be messy, it is often worth every 
single struggle, failure, and pitfall that is experienced along the way.

I think many successful investors, inventors, and innovators 
would say that they were willing . . . willing to step out on a limb, 
willing to do something different, and willing to try things that are 
unfamiliar and uncomfortable. In doing so, they found their own 
passions, helped others, and discovered ways to make the world a 
better place. You see, willingness is the bridge between doing what 
has always been done and doing what works. When we are willing, 
we create a path for change.

Practice Messy Learning, 
Not Messy Teaching

Let’s be real: A mess is not always a good thing. I can think of lots 
of messes that I try to avoid because there is no purpose or reason 
for them. For example, it’s so frustrating to walk into my kids’ rooms 
and see that they are a complete mess. There’s no purpose to that 
type of mess, and nothing good will come from it. The messier their 
rooms become, the more work and more time they require. I am by 
no means a neat freak, but I do know that unproductive messes just 
cause frustration and anxiety. However, not all messes are meaning-
less. Some messes are not only meaningful, but also necessary for 
real change to occur. 

In the classroom, things can get messy, but there is a difference 
between messy learning and messy teaching. When we use the term 
messy teaching, it sends the message that the classroom is messy, the 
activity is messy, or just the teaching itself is messy. Messy learning 
is different. Messy learning is the willingness to learn through the 
experience even when it’s difficult or confusing. Learning should be 
infinite and not always be wrapped in a perfect package with a bow 
attached. Learning is something that can be delivered, but it often 
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5 What Makes a Mess Meaningful?

needs to be experienced so that the learner goes after it and does 
what it takes to reach deeper levels of understanding. 

I like to refer to messy 
learning as a meaningful 
mess. One of the definitions 
of a mess is “a situation or 
state of affairs that is con-
fused or full of difficulties.” 
Confusion and difficulty 
aren’t always negative. Out 
of confusion can come clar-
ity, and out of difficulty can come a sense of accomplishment or per-
severance. Those things do not come when lessons or activities are 
predictable and easy. It’s okay to have a classroom that engages stu-
dents in messy learning. The key is to make sure that it’s a meaning-
ful mess that results in meaningful learning.

I recently asked several educators about how they would define 
messy learning. Although they all shared different perspectives, they 
all alluded to the reality that messy learning is unpredictable and 
involves the learner having some control and even driving the learn-
ing. Figure 1 features their definitions. 

Seek Meaningful Work
When teaching is predictable, it becomes mundane. When it 

becomes mundane, it becomes boring. And when it becomes boring, 
teachers burn out. None of us want to do things that are not mean-
ingful. Meaningful work is what drives us to get up in the morning 
and causes us to want to be in the classroom. A passion for what we 
do is where we find our purpose, and without purpose, it’s difficult to 
justify the why behind what we do.

So what is meaningful work, and how do we find it? Meaningful 
work is work that is driven by passion. It is work that is inspired by 

Messy learning is the 
willingness to learn through 

the experience even when 
it’s difficult or confusing.
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a meaningful 6MESS

Messy learning is when you don’t know what’s going to happen. Instead of 
you making the plans, the students make the plans. It’s sometimes really loud 
and sometimes really quiet. With messy learning, you never know what’s 
going to happen. And that’s okay, as long as it’s still learning. 

—Joy Kirr

Messy learning is not having boundaries or set rules that students need 
to follow. The students create those, and sometimes it’s what the teacher 
expects, and more often, it’s way better. 

—Sarah Gaetano

Messy learning in the classroom involves student choice and allows their 
voices to be heard. It’s a classroom that allows students to flexibly move 
around and problem solve. Students are able to ask their peers for help, 
not just the teacher. Messy learning is active learning in which the teacher 
provides guidelines but lets students decide the process and, in some cases, 
even the product. It can be loud at times and definitely chaotic, but I think it’s 
organized chaos. All students are engaged, actively participating in their own 
learning, working at their own level using higher level thinking skills. I can’t 
imagine teaching any other way. To me, messy learning is the way students 
learn. It’s authentic. It’s real. It’s how classroom learning should be. 

—Rebecca Giacopelli

Messy learning is learning by immersion. There is an overall goal, but how the 
students get there is up to them. It looks different for every student, which 
means that messy learning meets students where they are. For teachers, 
messy learning is wanting students to achieve that goal and facilitating to the 
best of our ability the organized chaos that messy learning can be. It’s messy 
both literally and figuratively. It’s frustrating but incredibly cool to see how 
everything pans out. I think because education is changing, messy learning is 
something students are good at outside of the classroom. The ultimate goal of 
messy learning is to empower students. 

—Ethan Silva

Messy learning for kids is being so involved and so intense on what you are 
doing that you’re not even paying attention to where you are putting things 
or where things are falling . . . you are just in the mix. They are just doing 
something that they are passionate about and then they look around and say, 
“Oh my goodness, I have a mess to clean up!” And I love that. 

—Kimberly Belleisle

Figure 1. Definitions of messy learning.@
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7 What Makes a Mess Meaningful?

the desire to do what is right rather than what is easy. Meaningful 
work is empowering and brings confidence and contentment to the 
person doing the work.

Does this description of 
meaningful work describe 
how you feel about teach-
ing? Chances are that it did 
at one time. However, for 
whatever reason, you may 
have fallen into doing what is predictable and easy instead of what 
is challenging and messy. You became comfortable with the mun-
dane but realize that being comfortable is very different than being 
content.

Here are some things to think about:
   Do you wake up in the morning excited about what you have 

planned for the learners in your classroom?
   If you weren’t afraid of failing, what would you try in your 

classroom?
   What are your strengths and passions as an educator?
   What are you doing as an educator to continue to learn and 

grow?
   What do you consider “working” in your own classroom?

Some of you might have laughed a little when you read that first 
question. Excited? You might be thinking, “I wake up in the morning 
trying to find ways to drag myself out the door to my car so that I can 
get to my classroom.” The word exciting is not the word you would use 
as you think about the activities that you have planned for your stu-
dents. Let me just say that I know exactly how you feel. I had these 
exact feelings and thoughts before I changed my mindset and began 
taking risks to engage my students in a meaningful mess.

Meaningful work is work 
that is driven by passion.
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