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New Times Demand New Ways of Learning

Today’s workplaces and communities — and tomorrow’s — have tougher requirements than ever
before. They need citizens who can think critically and strategically to solve problems. These
individuals must learn in a rapidly changing environment and build knowledge taken from numerous
sources and different perspectives. The new workplace requirements for learning ate incompatible
with instruction that assumes the teacher is the information giver and the student a passive recipient.
The new requirements are at odds with testing programs that assess skills that are useful only in
school.

In engaged learning, tasks are authentic, challenging and muiti-disciplinary. Tasks are
authentic when they are important to learners and leamers usc their knowledge of the subject matter
in much the same way that real-life practitioners use that knowledge. Students learn authentic tasks
in context, practicing basic and advanced skills together as a means to learning big concepts. In
other words, they learn by doing.

Challenging tasks are typically complex and involve sustained amounts of time. They require
students to stretch their thinking — and often their social skills. Challenging tasks are authentic in
that they are about real-wotld problems and projects, build on life experiences, require in-depth
work and benefit from frequent collaboration.

Multidisciplinary work requitcs wholly integrated instruction. It blends disciplines into thematic or
problem-solving pursuits, usually in the form of a project because most wotk in real hife involves
multidisciplinary projects.

Assessments that promote engaged learning ask students to demonstrate their knowledge and skalls
in authentic tasks, projects or investigations. Performance-based assessments are meaningful,
challenging experiences that involve planning, development over time, presentations and debriefings
about what students learned. Students should take part as much as possible in planning the unit n
which the assessment occurs, the criteria for evaluating the assessment, and various forms of self-
assessments such as keeping journals.

Performance-based assessments are also generative. Students construct their knowledge and develop
real products and services, petform in some way, organize events such as conferences, create artistic
works and the like for an audience that cares.

At its best, performance-based assessment is seamless and ongoing. That means that the plans,
standards and critetia, products, performances, presentations and debriefings are all instruction at
the same time that they are assessment (and vice versa). Movement from one to the other 1s
transparent to the students. Students generally perceive a well-designed hands-on assessment as a
challenging and meaningful learning activity.

The most powerful instruction 1s mnteractive and generative. Interactive instruction actively engages
the learner with the resources and learning context to construct new knowledge and skills.

Generative instructon brings learners with different perspectives together to produce shared
understandings. While learning in traditional nstruction is a two-person sithation (the teacher and
the student), in generative instruction learning 1s a three-person situation (the teacher, the student
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and others). Thus, in generative learning, there is a co-construction of knowledge; learning occurs as
the result of interactions among the learner, the teacher and others.

Generative approaches to instruction use a wide range of instructional strategies, including:

Socratic dialogue
Individual and group summarizing
Mechanisms for exploring multiple and differing perspectives

Techniques for building upon prior knowledge

® DBrainstorming and categorizing

e Debriefing

® General and content-specific problem-solving processes

*  Team teaching

® Techniques for constructing mental models and graphic representations

All of these strategies encourage the learner to solve problems actively, conduct meaningful inquiry,
reflect, and build a repertoire of effective learning strategies.

Classrooms that foster engaged learning let students leatn collaboratively. They are
knowledge building learning communities. Such communities create empathetic learning
environments that build on diversity and many perspectives. These features are especially important
in classrooms where there are marked differences in students’ prior knowledge. In such classrooms,
knowledge-building strategies — such as brainstorming — pool the knowledge and experiences of the
group, thereby creating mote equitable learning conditions for everyone and giving everyone access
to the aggregate knowledge.

Source: North Central Regiona! Educational Laboratory
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