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Outcomes
During our time together, we will:

• Explore what a VUCA future and the latest in brain science means for young people and the 
education we provide them;

• Become present to the challenges and opportunities that exist in shifting our programs in ways 
that center the needs of diverse students and families; 

• Build meaningful relationships with each other as unique and committed individuals, and as 
partners in this work.



Overview and agenda

• Getting connected to our purpose and to each other 

• The context of our work

• A VUCA world

• Cognition, learning and development

• Where are we and how did we get here?

• Compelling conversations

• Closing activity



Tree of life

The Roots
Where you come from (e.g. home town, culture you 
grew up in, organizations/experiences that shaped 
you).

The Ground
Things you choose to do on a weekly basis – not things 
you must do, rather things you do for yourself.

The Trunk
Your skills and values.

The Branches
Things you have done or hope to do – personal or 
professional – that reflect your hopes and dreams. 

The Leaves
The legacies you hope to leave to others.



Connection exercise

• Draw your tree of life (~10 min)

• Form groups of 3, ideally people you know less well

• Each person takes 2 mins to share their tree

• Large group debrief



Who is in the room?

• Your name

• School



How we want to be together

• Mutual respect and active listening

• Contribute from your own experience and what you know directly

• Assume positive intentions; be responsible for how what you say is 

heard and own the impact

• Frankness and clarity about what we believe, what we question and why

• Non-attribution; share what you learned but not anyone’s specific story 

without permission



Our context





What young people need
• Ability to manage ambiguity

• Communication

• Collaboration

• Empathy

• Adaptability

• Knowing how to learn and access what they need to learn

• Knowledge of their own strengths and areas of interest and passion

• Digital literacy including discernment and the ability to manage technology

• Understanding of ethics and values

* Annie Murphy Paul, The Extended Mind



Human cognition
• Brain-based concepts of cognition dominate in our culture (e.g. brain as a muscle, grit and 

exercise to “strengthen” that muscle)

• Three additional aspects of cognition that make up the “extended mind” *

• Embodied cognition

• Situated cognition

• Distributed cognition

• Need to provide all young people access to the raw materials of learning and cognition

* Annie Murphy Paul, The Extended Mind





Early and late childhood

Myth: Early childhood is the best time to help children develop foundational “cognitive 
skills” that help make them ”ready to learn” when they enter school 

Reality: Early childhood is a period when we should be especially attentive to 
providing the kinds of experiences that help develop right-hemispheric tendencies 
(e.g. play-based, embodied learning, social learning).

Myth: Learning and develop occur in linear, sequential and uniformly paced ways
Reality: Human development and learning are both jagged and highly individual. 
Between birth and age 8 children develop at different rates across a range of critical 
developmental areas, among them social competence, emotional regulation, fine 
motor skills, gross motor skills cognitive capabilities, and foundational academic 
skills. 



Adolescence

Myth: Early childhood is the period when the brain exhibits the most plasticity and 
malleability

Reality: Adolescence rivals early childhood for brain plasticity and malleability. 

Myth: Whether a child has good early childhood experiences and quality early childhood 
education is the best predictor of their future success.

Reality: Adolescence is a period of development when the kinds of connections that 
are made are those that predict lifetime success better than factors like IQ or family 
socio-economic status. 

Myth: The transition to early adulthood happens around age 18. 
Reality: Adolescence runs from age 12 to age 25. 



Adolescence
Myth: Adolescents are impulsive risk-takers who don’t respect boundaries

Reality: The work of adolescence is is exploration, curiosity and novelty, the 
development of passions, motivation and purpose. This is a period when capacities for 
more complex and purposeful thinking, reflecting, discovery, and self-awareness get 
established; they are most correlated with success in early adulthood.. 

Myth: Adolescents want independence and don’t value adults
Reality: Adolescents crave meaningful relationships and connections with adults inside 
and outside their families; they crave interdependence more than independence

Myth: Adolescents live in the present. 
Reality: Where adolescents really live and want to live is in the future. They are focused 
on what comes next. 



Table conversation

In pairs:

• What was new for you?

• What might be new for your faculty?

• What might be new information for your parents (and students)? 



Neurobiology of learning

- neurobiological and sociocultural factors developmentally interact in complex and 

civic thinking. 

- Culture shapes the brain mechanisms involved in emotional reactions to real-world 

social scenarios; 

- exposure to social circumstances in and outside the classroom influences the neural 

systems implicated in self-processing, memory and error monitoring during academic 

problem solving; 

- activation patterns in the executive control systems in the brain contribute to abstract 

thinking in teachers and brain development in adolescents. 



Neurobiology of learning
- adolescents grow the power of their brains by thinking with and through complexity, cycling between 

concrete and abstract thought; this process both drives and is driven by their emotions.

- Teens' tendencies to engage empathically in the here-and-now helps them to manage, regulate, and 

maintain good relationships. But it is their growing dispositions to also transcend the here-and-now, to 

build narratives that connect their skills to big ideas that reflect systems, histories, and values, that 

enables more fully their brain development and fulfillment in young adulthood. The implication is that 

educators must create cultures and learning experiences that enable this developmental process. 

Consistent with a century of progressive educational thinking, it seems to be that the way kids think, 

more than what they know, grows their brains over time.



Break





How did we get here?



A story 

...



Fragmentation

Decontextualization

Conceptualization

Wholeness

Connectedness

Embodiment





CARTESIAN-NEWTONIAN Different 

worldviews 

birth 

different 

systems

Classical physics

Classical economics

Euclidian geometry of perfect shapes

Domination of nature/extraction

Unrestrained capitalism

Colonialism/enslavement

Hyper-individualism

Paternalistic systems

Hierarchical management structures

Health as intervention to prevent death

HOLISTIC-

INDIGENOUSQuantum physics

Behavioral economics

Fractal geometry of nature

Ecology/conservation

Social capitalism

Indigenous existence

Collectivism

Liberatory systems

Flat/networked organizations

Alternative medicine/health as wellness



Individual reflection

Personal reflection:

• What resonates?

• How does this framework relate to other  work you’ve done on racial justice/equity?

Pair share:

• What questions do you have or what ideas would you like to explore further?



Worldviews and education



Dissenting voices in education



CONVENTIONAL EDUCATION

Colonialism/enslavement

Creation of economic/social units

Limited consideration of human development

Sequential, linear view of learning

Abstracted

Measures what is easy to quantify/simplify

Standardized data

Rigid requirements

Short-term

HUMAN-CENTERED EDUCATION

Liberatory/racial inclusion

Promotes individual development

Honors human development

Jagged, non-linear, individually constructed

Contextualized

Honors nuance and personal experience

Authentic assessment, self-assessment

Flexible/adaptive

Long-term

Worldviews

and

education 



Purpose

Development 
& learning

Curriculum 
& instruction

Human capital

Systems

Instructional 

models



Primary purpose(s)

+ Aligned 

Curriculum

Developmental

Needs

Learning

Theories

Cognitive Profile

Strengths
Pedagogy

Approach to

Discipline
Assessment



Differences within an 
element are associated with 
different orientations to the 
work







Paired/triad conversation

What is compelling to you about this framework?

What questions do you have?

What would you like to explore further?



Small group activity

• Elementary parents
• Middle school parents
• High school parents
• Students

• Elementary educators
• Middle school educators
• High school educators
• Other

What about these ideas might be compelling to your stakeholder group?

What questions/challenges can you anticipate?

Chart your responses. We will have a gallery walk so think legible



Gallery walk

Take note of what strikes you or surprises you –
put dots next to them



Debrief

What did you notice? 

What do you want to spend more time thinking 
about?



Gifts conversation

1) Each person takes a turn receiving others’ reflections on the gifts they 
contributed to the table and our work together today.  Set a timer for three 
minutes per person.

2) There are three acceptable responses when it is your turn to receive:

- Thank you.

- Thank you, I liked hearing that.

- Thank you. Tell me more.



What did you notice?



Getting from here to 

there



Phases of Change



CONVENTIONAL SYSTEMS

Test—driven, external accountability

Hierarchical/central Management

Large centralized services

Uniform definitions of success

Top-down change

Governance model debates

Short-term outlook

Managed systems

Replication of success

Distributed power, oversight and support

Devolved services/choice

Community-derived definitions of success

Emergent/program change

Collective/community-based accountability

Networks of aligned programs

Long-term outlook

Communities of practice and re-creation

Creation/evolution of new models

ECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS Worldviews

and

education 

systems 


