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9

1
E A R LY  L E A R N I N G 

E X P E R I E N C E S  I N  S C H O O L

Born in the great depression, he was a cheerful first grandchild. 
He came from two large farming families. His father, who didn’t farm, 
donated half his paycheck to support his eight brothers and sisters. 

His mother struggled through childhood among 13 siblings on a hardscrab-
ble West Virginia farm. Aunts, uncles, and grandparents blessed him with 
stories, riddles, songs, and the hard rules of work. His luxuries were people 
and words. 

He couldn’t wait to go to school. There you learned. When his mother 
read to him each night before bed worlds opened. Swiss girls ate cheese and 
milk, giants ate Englishmen, and Trolls ate goats. Tailors, dwarfs, match 
girls, shepherds, Indians, pioneers, elves, and dragons talked, sang, fumed, 
and fought. This was the world of castles and claymores that he wanted 
to enter. Hungrily he watched the preacher wave his big black Bible on 
Sunday; hungrily he ran his hands over the spines of his father’s encyclope-
dias and traced the letters in the cartoon balloons in the daily paper. The 
desires, quick adventures, and bravery of those printed words called him like 
siren melodies. 

Finally, that first day of school arrived. Starched and spotless, he marched 
off alone to enter the world of school. It was 1942. He walked down the street, 
waved at the neighbors watching from their porches, turned left at the street-
car line, and crossed the highway to stop at a seedy grocery. There he handed 
over 10 cents for a thick pencil and a tablet with a red lion on the cover. 
One more block took him to the Emerson Elementary School—a foreboding 
redbrick building in the middle of a grassless playground. He rushed up the 
steep worn steps.

Inside was cool and dark. Down an oiled wood corridor, following his 
mother’s directions, (he was determined to go to school on his own) he found 
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10  MAYBE TEACHING IS A BAD IDEA

his homeroom. Battered tablet desks and worktables faced the teacher’s oak 
fortress. He found one lone desk beside it. To be near the teacher, he sat 
there, opened the tablet, held the pencil and watched his classmates arrive. 
They filled the seats and stared at him. Silence fell when a large woman 
walked in, looked at the class and then stepped in front of the boy. “What’s 
your name?” 

“Larry.”
“Larry what?”
“Larry David Spence,” he answered. 
“You mean Lawrence.” 
“No, it’s Larry because . . .”
“And why are you seated in the dunce seat?” 
“To be near a teacher.” Titters and giggles enveloped the class.
“Quiet! Quiet!” She glared at the class and turned again to face him. 

“You sit here when you can’t stay in your seat, when you talk to your neigh-
bor, or when you don’t pay attention. I don’t want to see you here again, 
understand?” 

He nodded as laughs from around the room slipped through lips and 
fingers. She shoved him firmly toward a table of boys in the farthest corner. 
He dragged his new shoes to a seat. 

“Hi, Larry” said a boy in overalls. 
Relieved to escape the teacher’s attention, he asked questions about the 

dunce chair, the teacher’s name, where the books were, what you did all day, 
and when lunch was. His gangly companions, some repeating the grade, 
laughed and told him he was surely dumb. 

He felt the shadow before he saw it. 
“No one,” sliced her voice, “talks in this room without permission. 

Understand?” 
He slumped as she marched back to her desk. This couldn’t be the place. 

Learning was talk. Learning was questions. Learning was getting answers 
and stories and doing new things. He followed uncles, aunts, grandparents, 
and parents—even neighbors and garbage men—and asked them about what 
they were doing and they explained their marvels. He talked to passing stran-
gers on the street; asked them where they lived, what they did, and who they 
were. Most were delighted to answer and became new friends. He loved ques-
tions. They were like looking out windows, peeking into cracks, or walking 
through doors. 

School, it turned out, was a place where teachers talked. They asked 
questions, gave orders, hurried you, described your faults, while bestowing 
“good jobs,” “take your seats,” “not now’s,” and “well done’s.” To stay seated 
was exalted. Everyone did the same thing at the same time—looked at the 
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EARLY LEARNING EXPERIENCES IN SCHOOL  11

same picture, drew the same tree, said the same words, and sang the same 
song. But if you looked out the window, talked to a neighbor, picked up 
another book, drew a bloody pirate, or gazed over the bent heads, the dunce 
seat got you. 

Before school happened to him, times of nothing going on let him relax, 
watch, or make. He would trace a beetle’s path, walk to a neighbor’s place 
for a chat, examine a worm to see which end was a head, cut out magazine 
pictures, or hammer wooden cheese boxes into trucks. To be alone then was 
a delight, but in school, surrounded by classmates, he was lonely. Confined 
to chairs, he sent his thoughts to the blue sky. With practice, he could look 
studious and be gone. He fastened his eyes to pages he did not see, on num-
bers he would not read and on teachers he refused to hear. Instead, he would 
visit his grandfather’s green farm fields of corn, tobacco rows, and the brown 
eyes of milk cows chewing cud. Unspoken fantasies made life durable. But 
the better the worlds imagined the more wrenching his return to school.

First grade marched into the brown, orange, and red of fall. The colors 
fell from the trees, swept along the street, and piled against the curbs. He 
kicked the golden leaves into motley showers as he walked mechanically to 
Mrs. Summit’s classroom. 

“Today we will color scenes from autumn.” The line drawings of 
 pumpkins, cornstalks, boys, girls, ubiquitous dogs, and Farmer Jones were 
passed out. 

“And what are the colors of autumn?” intoned Mrs. Summit as she 
 distributed the assortment of stubby crayons. 

Mercedes said, “Brown.” 
“Right. You, Dane, other colors?”
“Green.”
“No, not much. What did you see on your way to school today, Larry?”
“Nothing.”
“Anyone, what are the other colors of autumn that Larry didn’t see?” 
“Orange, red, yellow,” the chorus went on as she walked to her desk. 
“Now work quietly. Let’s see if you can color these sheets to look 

like October.” 
He grabbed a black crayon. Shoes: four black smudges on the ends of 

the children’s legs; coal lump eyes and a hurried mouth on the pumpkin; two 
black dots on a dog; and two stumps of boots on Farmer Jones. The empty 
white space of the road invited and a kidney shaped blackness emerged. It 
made him smile.

He looked at the faces on the sheet. You were supposed to leave them 
white. Nobody’s face was white—they were pink, orange, tan, or blotched 
with red and stippled with black. When he colored at home he used a red 
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12  MAYBE TEACHING IS A BAD IDEA

crayon lightly to render them pink—sort of. He tried a blunt red crayon on 
the girl’s face. Hand slipped and a red scar slashed her nose. Rubbing smeared 
it. His belly tightened. This would be another bad score, maybe a “poor,” 
and maybe a move back to the bad student table in the corner. Not wanting 
the mistake to show, he pressed down on the crayon to cover the girl’s face. 
It became blood red and not neat. Now the picture was wrong, he couldn’t 
make it right, so it didn’t matter what he did. In the freedom of despair he 
added yellow hair to the bright red face. The boy had to match, then the 
farmer. Laboring away he began to see autumn. The picture swirled red, 
yellow, green leaves and golden rod punctuated by black holes. The colors 
surged beyond the lines into a tapestry. It was full of mistakes. It shouted 
failure. It pleased him. 

A deep quiet made him sense she was near. Mrs. Summit’s hand whisked 
the paper high above the table. Classmates tittered. “And what is this, Larry? 
These don’t look like people; the faces are all red?”

“They aren’t people. They are drawings.”
“And why all red?”
“I dunno.”
“And why? Why don’t you know?”
Her questions fired at him in a tommy-gun staccato. He knew the rou-

tine. Teachers asked: But never could he get a question in. Never could he 
ask: Why are we doing this? When do we start reading? Why can’t we make 
up our own stories?

“Why are these faces red?”
“Why not?” he exploded. “Why can’t I make them red? What if I made 

them blue?”
With his arm she yanked him to the dunce seat. Larry had disturbed the 

class, she announced. That day, he took a note to his parents requesting a 
meeting. When they came 2 days later, Mrs. Summit showed them the page 
and suggested that their son might be troubled. Maybe they should seek 
counseling. 

“Well, why did you color those faces red?” his mother asked when she 
they came home. 

“It was a mistake, Momma.” 
“What happened?” 
“I wanted to make them pink with a red crayon. I pressed too hard.”
“What about that black hole?”
And he smiled, “It was a puddle.”
At home and in his neighborhood Larry learned with excitement and 

joy. In school he was taught; expected to stay seated, stay quiet, and answer 
questions. “The drive to learn in humans is something so strong, so defining 
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of human nature. . . that it should still amaze us as truly remarkable that we 
have been able to design a social institution that can teach children to fail at 
learning,” writes Ruth Paradise (1998, pp. 276–277). Larry was up against 
that institution. He was supposed to conform and please an embattled 
teacher. The innovative reformer, Seymour Papert (1980), notes: “Children, 
until they get to school, are avid, eager, successful learners. Then, when they 
come to school, the learning is not so good.”

In this book I want to explore that conflict, not to revile teachers or edu-
cators or even to celebrate students but to understand why it exists and how 
we have come to accept it. Daniel Willingham (2017), the cognitive scien-
tist, asks Why Don’t Students Like School? as the title of his book on how the 
mind works. The question presupposes the conflict. His short answer is that 
students’ minds (and all our minds) are defective learning devices. I propose 
a different question: “Why don’t schools like students?” 

Transmission Teaching Didn’t Work for Me and  
Doesn’t Work for Others

Transmission or transfer teaching exploits what instructors know but ignores 
what students know. Student knowledge is incomplete, often inaccurate. 
Mrs. Summit would say, “That’s why they’re students!” Their need for more 
and better knowledge tempts teachers to skip the student’s hard work of 
reorganizing their knowledge by presenting them with a whole new package 
of better organized information. When teachers take that approach, it makes 
what students know an obstacle. When Mrs. Summit interrogated students, 
she knew the “right” answer and that’s what she expected students to deliver. 
My failure to do so, got me in all sorts of trouble. 

In transfer teaching questions investigate student knowledge: Did stu-
dents get the message? Did they read? Can they interpret? Are they diligent? 
Questions like these assume that the human brain is defective. Although few 
now claim that student brains are blank, to most instructors they are defaced. 
Transmitting knowledge begins with erasures. To fill students with ideas that 
they don’t know they need, we must dismiss what they know. Interrogating 
clears the way for students to learn. But this sets off a war, one that lasted 
for years in my case. No one can give up what they know without risking 
madness. Instead, students avoid and minimalize new knowledge. And that 
makes teachers think they aren’t capable learners. 

Teachers need to begin with what students already know. That knowl-
edge may be immature, but it is the beginning of all efforts. Tell a preschooler 
that the earth is round, and he will learn that we all live on a pancake. Correct 
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14  MAYBE TEACHING IS A BAD IDEA

him, explaining that you mean we live on a spinning sphere and he will learn 
that the pancake sits on a ball. Such errors are not always predictable. Each 
student lives off schemas and images based on their unique minds and expe-
riences. The initial and sometimes lasting results of learning can be bizarre. 
For example, if we teach that plants need “food” then students may think 
they must feed them dirt. If we assert that the varied positions of the earth 
cause seasonal temperature changes then students likely will infer that the 
earth moves from near to quite far away from the sun. In short, students 
distort or ignore novel information and patterns to conserve the integrity of 
their knowledge. They change their knowledge only when it enables them to 
think and act more effectively—and they are the judges of that. 

In the college classroom teachers mostly teach as they were taught. 
That’s what I did when I started teaching, as I explain in chapter 2. The 
transmission model of teaching and learning is therefore over-learned. It 
truncates the range of available choice. Even worse, when new techniques 
are introduced, they are undermined by old habits. Thus, when reform-
ers promote  classroom discussion instead of lectures, a less effective hybrid 
results— discussions conducted with teachers asking all the questions. 

We need to step outside traditional models and think of instructors as 
designers creating contexts that promote student questions. What students 
need is a range of freedom that allows them to try out their ideas and learn 
from mistakes. That requires a different configuration of resources, routines, 
and demands. Time consuming and demanding as it may be, the design of 
learning contexts requires alternative theories of knowledge, practice, reason-
ing, and information as we shall delve into in the chapters ahead. It is also 
a wonderful challenge to our imagination—one that calls for teachers and 
professors to be more curious about classroom failures. Classrooms could 
become laboratories. Here’s a wonderful illustration of how that can work.

We Learn by Building Our Own Views of the World

Seymour Sarason was a Yale professor of psychology who for over 6 decades 
produced some 40 sympathetic, but adamant, books critical of American 
school reforms. Hours observing classroom culture showed him that many 
teaching routines hindered learning. Reviewing years of attempts to change 
those routines he concluded that in reforming education, “the more things 
change, the more things stay the same.”

His skepticism about traditional education emerged early in his aca-
demic career. A new PhD, Sarason was a clinical psychologist at a school 
for the mentally compromised. He was assigned to assist a visiting German 
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scholar, Henry Schaefer-Simmern, conduct art classes. Schaefer was a visual 
artist and a scholar of Gestalt psychology, which posited that innate men-
tal laws determined the way we see things. He believed artistic ability was 
basic to human nature. Every mind had the capacity to transform percep-
tual  experiences into artistic forms. Schaefer wanted to demonstrate that 
humans—even those considered defective—could make genuine art. 

For Schaeffer, traditional art education strangled creativity. By assuming 
that art begins with copying reality, it ignored both the inner process of visual 
conceiving and the immense complexity of the world. He thought people 
could develop an internal aesthetic by working through developmental stages 
(Schaefer-Simmern, 1948). To create a striking image the artist ignores many 
unnecessary details, concentrates on a few meaningful features, and conveys 
them clearly to inform us about the observed “thing.” 

Schaefer wanted to test his theory of universal artistic ability by con-
ducting classes for mentally compromised patients. He taught two studio art 
classes two or three times per week. As Sarason describes the class, around 
eight students worked on individual drawings for several hours. Each stu-
dent’s project—a drawing, painting, or design—was unique. They would 
work away, stop to study their work, maybe get another sheet of paper to 
start over, or turn to talk with another student. Schaefer wrote at his desk 
or talked with individual students about their creations when they brought 
them to him for comments. 

He discussed their projects and asked questions he didn’t know the 
answers to: “What do you want to do now?” “What do you like about your 
picture?” “How could you make it better?” “Were you having trouble here?” 
“How do you feel about that?” Or if a student was dissatisfied, he might sug-
gest “Maybe if you used a larger piece of paper and worked with crayons, you 
might like it better.” He encouraged students to observe, compare, analyze, 
find problems, pose solutions, and test conjectures. Sarason (2002) reports 
that Schaefer declined to intrude into the students’ development. He never 
hurried them and always treated them as serious artists developing their own 
aesthetic vision.

The results were spectacular. After several months the students not only 
made interesting drawings but used their designs to make rugs, placemats, 
and wall hangings. And these were inmates that no one thought were capable 
of learning let alone creating works of art. One shy, schizophrenic victim of 
child abuse produced such outstanding work that Schaefer arranged a public 
exhibition for the whole school. (For examples of these students’ works see 
Henry Schaefer-Simmern, 1948.) 

Schaefer attributed the success of the students to the power of his theory 
of artistic activity. What struck Sarason was the way Schaefer implemented 
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16  MAYBE TEACHING IS A BAD IDEA

the theory. The men became friends and worked together on Schaeffer’s writ-
ings for 40 years. Sarason found Schaefer’s violation of classroom norms 
 fascinating. He gave minimal instruction, supplied materials and a purpose, 
asked few questions, and respected student attempts to express their aesthetic 
vision. Students responded with attention, thoughtfulness, persistence, and 
joy. Sarason called that productive learning. 

Supporting students as they develop their own ideas and aesthetics led to 
learning. Or to paraphrase Papert interpreting Piaget, we learn by building 
our own view of the world. Schaefer helped students develop what was already 
in their brains. He thought that students needed to change and improve the 
knowledge structures they already possessed. To impose structures, however 
excellent, interrupts learning. Attempting to put ideas or images into student 
brains created resentment and boredom. Under duress, motivated students 
do find ways to develop their mental structures. To do so they hide their best 
efforts from their teachers. Sarason (2002) called that unproductive learning 
and summed up his observations in his memoir: 

In the course of spending scores of hours in classrooms, I was both 
appalled and puzzled by the passivity and conformity of the students and 
the lack of any air of excitement. In general the classrooms were pleasant, 
humane, even nurturing, but there were no sparks indicative of curiosity, 
propelling interests, eagerness, or sin of an active inner life. I did not then, 
as I do not now, expect students to display the degree of youthful piss and 
vinegar they display in venues outside of school, but I also did not expect 
them to be devoid of spontaneity and liveliness. There were exceptions, 
of course, there always are exceptions; they were very few in number but 
they had the compelling virtue of telling me that what I was ordinarily 
observing and concluding had validity, I was not ‘making it up.’ (p. 162)

Classrooms at all levels quash creativity and initiative. In the first grade my 
task was to rein in my curiosity. Instead, I fought the demands of school. 
I tried to find out what I needed to know. Stubbornness gave me an  advantage. 
My skirmishes meant some misery but led to learning in an independent 
way. I don’t mourn that angry boy. Throughout his years in the classroom as 
student and then as teacher he came to challenge these accepted routines and 
see them as opportunities for change.

Today we can see that Schaefer’s view is similar to more recent theo-
ries in cognitive science that are central to this book. Briefly, the human 
brain, a product of eons of evolution, configures the ways we perceive the 
world. Innate structures enable us to identify and construct the patterns of 
objects and events. Brains select from the myriad inputs of light and sound 
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waves, of touch and gravity to turn stimuli into symbols, which represent 
reality. The cells of our brains are somehow organized and function to cre-
ate, use, and correct these representations or models of reality. Using their 
inborn rules brains can relate and transform these models. The brain is an 
agent of learning and an author of its experiences. This view departs from the 
persistent image of a brain that can be written on, sculpted, and instructed 
by experience. 

These new cognitive theories are at odds with the idea of the mind as 
pliable, even blank, to be molded and inscribed by the events of experience, 
but those ideas have triumphed in education. Associated most frequently 
with E.L. Thorndike and B.F. Skinner, this seductive view of a mind reduc-
ible to laws of association implied that teaching is applied common sense and 
learning results from repetition and rewards. Connectionist brain folklore is 
embodied in the forms, architecture, schedules, vocabulary, daily practices, 
and even the uncomfortable seats of the classroom. Its pervasiveness makes it 
hard to grasp the implications of new insights. 

We try to assimilate new ideas using old certainties. The results are 
bound to fail unless we work our way through the conflicts and paradoxes 
this produces. We need, in Piaget’s terms, to accommodate those ideas by 
changing our understandings of how the mind works. But accommodation 
requires changing the way we think. That is difficult and even threatening. 
It confounds our comprehension of the mind and how it learns. I introduce 
these ideas here because they are the heartbeat of the book, explained and 
explored throughout the chapters that follow.

The model of teaching advocated here begins with questions—not the 
ones teachers ask students, but the ones students ask themselves. Teaching, 
then, is about creating environments and designing learning activities that 
cause students to ask questions—automatically. The questions come because 
what we know can’t explain what we’re confronting. Questions then become 
the bridge that connects what we don’t know to what we realize we need to 
know, and I can explain that with a memorable example.

The Right Answer Is Always a Question

There was—an immaculate commode, chrome gleaming, white porcelain 
shining. The spout and handle of a drinking fountain sat in its bowl. A gag 
reflex wavered in the back of my throat. Disgusting. 

“What’s this?” a small voice barked at my side. I looked down to see a 
well-dressed boy. “It’s a toilet, a crapper, right?” I nodded.
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18  MAYBE TEACHING IS A BAD IDEA

“But it has got a water fountain in it. Why do you suppose . . . ?” 
He smiled at me in a conspiratorial way. “Watch this.” The boy stepped up to 
the exhibit, bent his head into the toilet, turned the handle and drank deeply. 

“Did you see that?” he demanded.
“Yeah,” I admitted but I didn’t want to think about it. He watched me 

turn away. “I drank out of that potty like my dog. Hey, I bet you can’t do 
that. I’ll bet you a dollar.”

“No, I don’t want to bet.” I smiled the way adults do when children 
aren’t being appropriate.

“Yeah, you can’t do it.”
“Of course I can, but I don’t want to take your money.”
“I don’t believe it. You just can’t.” By now a small crowd had gathered 

around us. I tried to move away but the boy grabbed my sleeve. “Why can’t 
you?”

“It’s disgusting sort of . . . ” I answered. 
“But it’s shiny clean,” he bent and took another. I couldn’t say why I didn’t 

want to drink from the crapper-fountain, but I definitely did not want to. 
Whenever he drank, I felt sick. 

“Betcha can’t” he repeated and there was a murmur from the small 
crowd. I stepped up to the commode bent down and turned the faucet to 
let the pure water arc into the bowl. Mouth inches from the spray I stopped. 
I stood up and tried to smile.

“You owe me a dollar,” said the kid. Amid the snickers I paid and skulked 
off to the next exhibit.

That was a Frank Oppenheimer trick; use a social prop out of the con-
text of its designated purpose. His exhibits get laughs, they shock, and set 
off questions about how stuff works. Why does the water stay together in 
a stream as it arcs instead of spraying everywhere? Or they raise questions 
about how the mind works. Why was I grossed out by a water fountain in 
a toilet? Or questions about public policies. Are public fountains sanitary? 
How did once cheap water become plastic bottled and more expensive than 
gasoline? Oppenheimer is the genius who created San Francisco’s celebrated 
and widely copied museum of science, the Exploratorium.

When the doors open, children, adolescents, and adults charge or saun-
ter across the space of several football fields. A conversational hum creates a 
symphony of questions punctuated by squeals of delight and wonder. Visitors 
watch, grab, and make things go. Guests smile or frown, stare or stroll, while 
the youngest or most curious twist, squeeze, push, or pound on the elegant 
but seemingly indestructible devices. If something intrigues them, they stop. 
If they get bored, they move on. All this takes place in a space under a banner 
that reads: “The right answer is always a question.”
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If you want to see questions promoted, this is heaven. And it seems 
simple until you look closely. The best way to generate student questions 
is to assign an interesting problem that you bet they won’t understand and, 
as a wise colleague, Lisa Lenze, put it, “Leave it to them.” The trouble is 
you must be willing to take the consequences. Maybe it isn’t of interest to 
them and maybe they won’t care. Oppenheimer accepted that challenge—
perplex, intrigue, create quandaries—but always let them walk away; for 
puzzlement leads to inquiry and learning only if it is personal. As he wrote: 
“We don’t ‘rig’ any of the exhibits; the exhibits do not show things artifi-
cially. The natural phenomena are there, and the visitors can ask questions 
of the exhibits, and the exhibits can then answer . . . because they behave 
according to nature.”

His story is one of recovery from a career ending in failure. During the 
red scare investigations of the late 1940s, Oppenheimer admitted he had been 
a short-term member of the Communist party during his student days. He 
was fired from his faculty position in physics at the University of Minnesota. 
(The case was a sensation because of his famous older brother, J. Robert 
Oppenheimer.) He tried cattle ranching, but his passion for science led him 
to teach at rural Pagosa Springs High School in Colorado. The students were 
not curious about physics and Oppenheimer responded by building contrap-
tions designed to capture their attention. He tried anything. For example, he 
took a class to the town junk yard and had them take apart the engines and 
appliances. Students got interested in how the stuff worked. Oppenheimer 
then used physics to explore the mysteries of television, internal combustion 
engines, washing machines and hair dryers. Students from his classes began 
to win statewide prizes with their research and experiments. Eventually he 
was recruited to teach at the University of Colorado. (To read a lively biogra-
phy of this amazing man see Cole, 2009).

Established in 1969, his Exploratorium museum is a library of provoca-
tions designed to intrigue but not compel. Exhibit designers emphasize fun-
damental forces; stars are suns and nuclear explosions, planets and moons fall 
just as boulders and apples do, electricity produces magnetism and  magnetism 
produces electricity and both combine to create light. Instead of textbook 
explanations patrons experience water waves, sound waves, light waves, and 
waves of fashion. Human perception connects the exhibits through artis-
tic displays of optics, sounds, resonances, rotations, angular momentum, 
heat, gas, performing liquids, and all sorts of engines. The exhibits develop 
visitors’ intuition of physical objects and processes. If an exhibit leaves too 
many observers befuddled, it is modified or thrown away. If one doesn’t 
raise curiosity among many, it is redesigned. Oppenheimer insisted that the 
museum’s exhibits be continuously adjusted to relax people about missing or 
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not understanding something. He argued that “when  people believe they are 
being listened to, they educate themselves.”

Messing around enables students to make their own connections and test 
them. It often leads to an understanding that is so clear that, as Oppenheimer 
put it, students understand their understanding. Translation of those kinds of 
experiences into classrooms is a good goal of educational reform. We might 
do it if we could cease trying to work around traditional teaching meth-
ods like interrogating questions, lectures and forcing problems on students 
that we know they don’t care about. These teaching failures require us to 
change our assignments until they deliver student questions. Oppenheimer’s 
Exploratorium demonstrates what is possible. It shows that we can design 
situations or microworlds that allow students to explore their curiosity and 
learn from their mistakes without tricks or coercion. 

Should we teach students to ask better questions? That might make small 
improvements, but it’s another work around that detracts from the pursuit of 
alternatives. One of our worst habits as teachers is to take on more and more 
of the work of learning and think we are becoming better (but exhausted). 
We keep conveying the message that learning is our job and not a student 
responsibility. We seem to think that if we do what we want students to do, 
like good monkeys they will do it too. But for the most part they do not. 
They retreat. No one wants to ask the questions that other people want them 
to ask. And we don’t want teachers to ask questions for us any more than we 
want them to walk, talk, or think for us.

Oppenheimer demonstrated another approach—teaching as design 
and as a response to student curiosity. That may be the foundation of 
future schools, a school in which I might have flourished instead of floun-
dered. I didn’t do much better as a teacher than I did as student. I’ll use the 
failures I encountered in more than half a century in classrooms as a stu-
dent, a professor and a reformer to raise questions about what’s considered 
common knowledge and wise practice. In my search for answers, I’ve found 
authors who illuminate our extensive ignorance of learning and teaching. 
They suggest that the way forward is to fail better in the provocative words 
of Samuel Becket, but the opportunities to learn from errors, mistakes and 
failures are explored in chapter 9 and we’ve got early teaching experiences 
to explore next.
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