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Learner—Centered Schools:  A Vision for the Future 
 

ADAM URBANSKI 
 
What would schools be like 10 years from now if the reforms that we are pursuing were 
deepened and accelerated? How would teaching and learning change? In what ways would 
school governance and teachers’ unions be different? What must communities do to sustain 
such a transformed educational system? This article lays out one scenario that is both possible 
and already in the making. It offers hope that we can begin to build tomorrow today and that 
if we can envision it, we can also achieve it. 
 
AFTER MORE than a decade of education reform efforts, things today are more like yesterday 
than ever. The current reforms—such as career ladders for teachers, site-based management, 
changes in the evaluation of staff, and so forth—are necessary but not sufficient to improve 
teaching and learning substantially. These reforms are getting broader but seldom deeper. And 
whereas they have heightened the level of comfort that adults have with each other, these 
reforms too often are process fixated and adult oriented, they have rarely penetrated into the 
classroom, and they thus far have had little impact on students and their learning. When it 
comes to real change, it seems that too many favor reform only as long as it does not require 
any real change on their part. 
  

REFORM FOR WHAT? 
 
All this can change but, until now, reforms have not been radical enough. We repair and 
remodel the same system, rarely reinventing education. And for as long as reforms remain 
marginal, we remain permanently perched on the eve of revolution. 
 
After so much talk and so many meetings, there is so little change. Granted, the impediments 
are numerous: too many mandates and not enough leadership, resources, and preparation; too 
little passion and not enough urgency; too much bureaucracy and not enough involvement of 
school-level practitioners; too many unrelated programs and not enough consensus on 
standards; too much adding on and not enough letting go; too much emphasis on doing longer 
and harder what we already do, and not enough emphasis on doing things differently; too 
much impatience and not enough appreciation for the reality that real change is real hard, takes 
real time, and needs real direction. 
 
Despite the efforts of educators and others, reform remains rudderless. Virtually anything goes, 
no matter how minimally grounded in research or validated by what we already know about 
effective teaching and learning. It is education reform anarchy—with few, albeit notable, 
exceptions. We must focus reforms, and we must focus them on students and on learning. 
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CREATING A VISION 
 
Reform, however, is drifting and floundering for yet another important reason: lack of a 
clear image of where it all leads. There is no compelling vision of what education would 
look like if we could sustain reforms for another decade or so.  
 
To get reform moving again, we must “begin with the end in mind” (Covey, 1989, p.97), 
we must have a vision. Only then can we gain an understanding of where we are headed. 
And because change is inevitable and only growth is optional, even a vision must be 
subject to constant revision. By definition, the school of the future will always be in the 
future. Thus the honest answer to the question of when will reform be over is—never. 
 
Based on conversations with my colleagues, and on listening to their hopes and 
aspirations, the following is a glimpse of one version of an emerging vision for a desired 
future-a peek at a scenario 10 years hence. 
 
 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
 
Ten years hence, the culture of our school system includes a shared commitment to a set of 
guiding principles that all children can learn and that we have a responsibility to educate 
all of them well; that student learning must be at the center of all school and school district 
efforts, and that decisions must be judged by how they advance the prospects that all 
students will learn better; that there can be no real excellence without equity, and that 
success must no longer be predictable by race, gender, ethnicity, or socioeconomic status; 
and that the roles of educators and the design of schools must be predicated on a 
consensus about high and rigorous learning standards—what students should know, be able 
to do, and be like. 
 
 

  STUDENT LEARNING 
Ten years hence, what is learned is valued more than what is taught, and effective learning is 
viewed as inseparable from effective teaching. Learning is personalized and students learn 
“how to use their minds well” (Meier; 1992). 
 
Learning by doing is now the norm, not the exception. Students are actively engaged, not 
passively subjected. Students talk more than teachers, and they “do stuff.” Learning itself is 
intellectually stimulating, real-to-life, and no longer de-contextualized. Students learn in un-
graded and cooperative groups. Children of different ages and different abilities learn together, 
from each other, and at their own pace. Students with special needs are no longer segregated; 
they learn alongside “regular education” students. 
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Moreover, learning is no longer restricted to the classroom. Students are involved in school 
governance, community service, youth apprenticeships and internships, peer and cross-age 
tutoring, research, and independent study. Textbooks are relegated to the back of the room—
along with encyclopedias, dictionaries, and other secondary sources of information. Students 
read literature, use original sources, conduct interviews, and access information through 
computer networks, terminals, and satellites. Communities—and beyond—have become virtual 
classrooms, and classrooms have become more viable communities. Fieldwork, as an extension 
of the classroom, replaces the field trip that was merely an excursion from the classroom. 
 
Students learn “habits of mind” (Meier, 1992). They learn how to think, and not what to think. 
They construct their own meaning by learning to reflect, to raise essential questions, to see 
connections, to discover patterns, to solve problems, to make good decisions, to understand and 
value diversity, to work cooperatively with others, to take risks, and to manage change. The 
emphasis is not on rote memorization but rather on critical and creative thinking. Students learn 
how to learn, and how to produce knowledge—not just reproduce it. 
 
Knowledge is no longer defined as just having information but rather as having the skills and 
ability to access information and to apply it usefully. Learning occurs the way the brain works 
and is a more accurate reflection of the way children will live and function as adults. And the 
curriculum, reflecting multiculturalism, is “inclusive and emancipated” (Goodwin, 1993). There is 
respect for, and accommodation of, the different learning styles and types of intelligence that 
students have. The question no longer is “How smart are they?” but rather “How are they 
smart?” 
 
Assessments of student learning are no longer based on student guesswork. The paper-and-
pencil-only multiple choice tests have been replaced by more authentic, diversified, and 
performance-based systems of assessment that offer many options for demonstrating knowledge 
and skills and that in themselves promote and extend learning: exhibitions, projects, demonstra-
tions, portfolios, simulations, products, tasks, and application of knowledge. The new 
assessments are done over time, are received through multiple sources, and are embedded in 
teaching and learning. They determine not only what students know but also what they are able 
to do. Through “standards without standardization” (Wiggins, 1991), students are assessed 
according to the progress they make, not by comparison with others. 
 
Students believe that their success hinges largely on their own effort, not just on innate ability, 
circumstances, or time served. They know that employers will see not only their diplomas but 
also samples of their work in school—as will college admissions personnel. Students have more 
reasons and better incentives to try their best, and they therefore assume greater responsibility 
for their own learning. Thus schools are no longer places “where the relatively young come to 
watch the relatively old do work” (Schlechty, 1990). 
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All students are expected to meet quality standards and to be well prepared to think for a 
living. Therefore, achievement, not the amount of time served, determines promotion to the next 
level or graduation. Time is the variable and quality the constant so that all students can 
progress at their own pace. And all children now have access to the kind of challenging and 
rich curriculum that used to be reserved for the few—just 10 years ago. 
 

 
TEACHING 

 
Ten years hence, teachers are paid and treated like true professionals. Because they are closest 
to the classroom and to the students, they have the most authority, the most status, and the most 
money. Teachers command salaries and have working conditions comparable to those of other 
professions with similar educational requirements and importance of function. They no longer 
have to lament that they love to teach but hate their job. Teachers have their own offices, office 
hours, secretaries, and telephones; they even have unrestricted access to a copying machine. 
They have ample preparation time during the school day and control over the use of time for 
planning, curriculum work, consultation, and collaboration with colleagues, parents, and 
students. And they are not saddled with paralyzing paperwork or with excessive non-teaching 
and non-instructional tasks. 
 
Teachers work side by side with their educational partners, the instructional paraprofessionals. 
Together they model teamwork for their students and help to ensure that children have ample 
opportunities to receive personalized attention. The paraprofessionals are involved in the design 
and delivery of the instructional programs and strategies. They are respected and valued as the 
instructional facilitators that they are. 
 
Teachers have a shared knowledge base. No longer does the public believe that all you 
have to do to be a good teacher is to love to teach; after all, they never believed that all 
you have to do to be a surgeon is to love to cut. Teachers know their students well and 
know how to teach them effectively. They are generalists first, and then specialists in their 
own respective disciplines. They are knowledgeable about content areas, how the brain 
works, and how learning occurs. They are experts in child and adolescent development 
and adult learning. They are knowledgeable about, and sensitive to, the race, class, and 
gender diversity of the environment in which they teach, and the ranks of educators are 
representative of that diversity. 
 
The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, two thirds of whom are board-
certified teachers elected by their peers, makes judgments about what accomplished 
teachers should know and be able to do—and certifies those who meet these high and 
rigorous standards. Emergency teaching licenses have no more validity than would 
emergency medical licenses; provisional teacher licenses no more than would provisional 
architect licenses; temporary teacher licenses no more than would temporary attorney 
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licenses. All teachers are fully prepared for practice. Developed by teachers themselves, 
professional standards are now routinely upheld through peer review. The consensus 
among teachers is that no one knows the difference between good teaching and bad 
teaching better than the best teachers themselves. 
 
New teachers are inducted into the profession with assistance from mentors—experienced 
and expert colleagues who guide their initial steps in teaching. Novices do not have to 
learn their job in solitude, by trial and error. Through professional practice schools, the 
world of teaching is connected to teacher preparation in ways that no longer tolerate a 
wide gulf between theory and practice. 
 
With increased collegiality, teachers have broken the isolation that historically 
characterized their professional existence. Through teacher exchange opportunities, they 
spend time teaching in other schools, other levels, and other settings. They engage in 
continuous conversations with each other, across levels and across discipline. They teach in 
teams, hold conferences about individual students, observe each other teach, and 
participate in developing and assessing each other’s work. They have the time to 
collaborate, to learn from each other, and to plan—together not just as an afterthought, on 
weekends, or at the end of a long day’s work but built into the professional day. To make 
that possible, teachers and other staff have ample time without student contact. They view 
their professional development and appraisal as inseparable from the actual work that 
they do. 
 
Teachers, in collaboration with parents and others, are the primary decision makers about 
the instructional needs for their students. They exercise professional discretion routinely and 
thoughtfully, not limiting themselves to any single approach or strategy. They seek access 
to expertise and decide how to use it. Task forces, commissions, panels, and 
teleconferences routinely feature full-time practitioners as experts on teaching and learning. 
 
Teachers, not textbook publishers, have control over the curriculum. They also control 
professional standards, professional practice, the hiring of colleagues and administrators, 
and their own professional development. They have not only a seat, but also a voice. 
 
Teachers’ work is matched appropriately with the teachers’ respective stage of 
development in the profession. Those with the greatest experience and highest level of 
expertise teach the most challenging assignments. They also serve as mentors to new 
teachers, as adjunct professors at teacher preparation programs, as professional 
development experts, as curriculum specialists, as demonstrators of new practice, and in 
other instructional and professional leadership roles. Teachers can be promoted in teaching 
without being simultaneously promoted out of teaching. They can achieve higher pay and 
be given more responsibilities and greater autonomy without abandoning the classroom. 
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Teachers have the time to think systematically about their work, constantly learning, 
discussing, assessing, and adjusting their practice. They don’t stop learning when they start 
teaching. They read professional journals and books. They continuously review and 
question their own practice and that of their colleagues. They contribute to research and 
validate research of others. They speak and write publicly about their work. Their discourse 
and reflection is informed by examples and practice in other schools, other countries, other 
fields, and other sectors of society. They use methods that incorporate different learning 
and teaching styles and varied cultural experiences. 
 
Unexamined tradition has now yielded to reflective practice that is both responsible and 
responsive to students’ needs (Darling-Hammond, 1985). Lecturing is occasional and 
usually to large groups, to make it more possible for other colleagues to have small-group 
seminars and other activities. Because teachers spend less time lecturing, they spend more 
time guiding, facilitating, and supporting what students do—provoking students to learn 
how to learn and how to teach themselves. 
 
Teacher professionalism is defined not just by what teachers know and are able to do but 
also by what teachers value, namely, what commitments and principles they hold for 
themselves and for students. Professional practice, therefore, is viewed as both skilled 
service and the application of virtue (Sergiovanni, 1992). Bureaucratic adherence to rules 
and regulations has been replaced by accountability to the clients, the students and their 
parents. “Doing right by kids” is the moral imperative for teachers. All adults have strong 
incentives to make schools ever more effective for all students. These incentives are both 
intrinsic and extrinsic. They emphasize capacity building, not rewards and punishments; 
they are for groups as well as for individuals. 
 
Teachers no longer feel the obligation to cover the curriculum; they view their job as 
helping students to uncover the curriculum and to connect it to their experiences and to 
their lives. If students are not learning the way that teachers teach, then teachers teach the 
way that students learn. Teachers participate in nurturing their students’ readiness to learn. 
They serve as advisors to small groups of students. They meet with these students each day 
and ensure that there is effective communication between the school and home. They stay 
with their students for more than a single year. This guarantees that there is an informed 
context for every need that arises for each student. Teachers recognize that teaching kids 
must be preceded by reaching kids, because they do not care how much we know until 
they know how much we care. 
 
Teachers are respected and valued as experts on teaching and learning. They live up to 
such expectations by continuously reflecting on their practice and by employing knowledge 
that is research based and validated by practice. Doing right by kids no longer necessitates 
engaging in creative insubordination. Evaluations and assessments are now by peers and 
clients—bottom up, not top down; all are evaluated by those with whom they work and by 
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those whom they serve no less than by those to whom they report. Evaluations scrutinize 
practices, not just practitioners. And the outcomes of teacher evaluations are represented 
as “useful advice, not ratings” (L. Darling-Hammond, personal communication, March 23, 
1993). The perfunctory checklist inspection of teachers’ work has been phased out. And 
teaching has become so attractive as a profession that graduates from medical schools, 
law schools, and engineering schools prepare for and apply to teach in our schools—a 
phenomenon unthinkable just 10 years ago. 
  
 

SCHOOL 
 
Ten years hence, school is no longer synonymous with a building, and architecture no 
longer dictates pedagogy. Each school exists within a metropolitan system of public 
schools of choice—thus equalizing resources, permitting more genuine integration, and 
encouraging healthy competition yet fostering cooperation inside each school and among 
individual practitioners. Each school is a self-governing community of learners — a “center 
of inquiry” (Schaefer, 1967) with its own ethos, its own theme, and its own character. 
Differences among schools are now cause for celebration and choice, not concern. 
 
There are many types of schools: Some are schools-within-schools; others are “satellite” 
schools at places of employment or in the same building with other, unrelated enterprises. 
Some are not even schools as places: they are tele-networks and learning centers. But all 
schools are small communities where students are well-known, reducing isolation and 
anonymity while personalizing schooling. These schools are interesting places for children 
and adults. They are linked electronically, and by computers, to each other as well as to 
libraries, museums, universities, and to other community resources. 
 
The instructional program in each school is governed by the school’s instructional design 
team, which is made up of administrators, teachers, paraprofessionals, parents, and, in 
high school, students as well. The team makes decisions affecting the school’s instructional 
programs, including budget plans, staffing, the student discipline code, and all other key 
dynamics. Top-down management has been replaced by shared governance, and authority 
by position has yielded to leadership by example. Rule-driven values have been replaced 
by value-driven rules. Even the rigidity of the 9 a.m.-to-3 p.m. school day, and the 
September – to-June school year, no longer governs school time. 
 
There are no neat, straight aisles in these classrooms, no arbitrary 47-minute periods, no 
artificial separation of subject matter, no sifting and sorting or tracking and labeling of 
students. Instructional technology is no longer merely for “enrichment” but rather central to 
the redesign of how teaching and learning is organized. It helps teachers and students to 
access a wealth of knowledge and information from all over the world. Classes meet two 
or three times a week, not necessarily each day. There are no more pullouts; all 
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certificated staff, including administrators, teach. This helps make it possible to significantly 
reduce the student-to-adult ratio. 
 
Recognizing that student success is not only the result of positive self-concept but also the 
cause of it, adults now view their job as inventing opportunities for students to succeed—
without lowering quality or standards. And in each school there is a case manager whose 
job is to coordinate health and social services for children. 
 
The school is organized to promote learning and the intellectual life of students and adults. 
Routinely, students witness adults “argue about interesting things”(Meier, 1987) and 
frequently join in the conversations. The school is managed by a principal teacher or a 
teaching principal—subject to evaluation by the faculty and the school community. 
 
Recognizing that we cannot teach what we do not model, adults ensure that students have 
opportunities to observe democratic dynamics and a passion for learning. With guidance 
from adults, students create the rules for their classrooms and for their school. By 
participating, they gain respect for—and experience with—the democratic process and have 
a commitment to the standards that they helped to set for themselves. 
 
All adults on the school staff teach students. There are many other adults in the school, in 
addition to the school staff, who help enrich the life of the school and increase 
opportunities for students: business people, artists, community leaders, political figures, 
senior citizens, college and university professors, college students, family members. 
Educators seek and incorporate their knowledge and their expertise. The school staff 
initiates and welcomes frequent contact and communication with the families of their 
students. They respond with respect to the parents’ overtures and encourage them to 
become active partners in the education of their children and in designing the school’s 
programs and activities. 
 
School is a joyful celebration of learning—with laughter, spirited debates, and absorbed 
conversations. Students feel a sense of belonging, are respected, and show respect for 
others and for learning. The school has more home-like settings: comfortable furniture, 
dining rooms that do not segregate adults from students, no hallway passes, no bathroom 
slips, no locked doors. Student discipline now reflects an emphasis on self-discipline rather 
than external controls, on logical consequences rather than punishment, on responsibility 
rather than obedience, and on early childhood education and prevention rather than on 
allowing students with problems to become problem students through neglect. Schools now 
are safe places for everyone—free of violence, fear, and disorder. Schools encourage 
cooperation as a way of resolving conflict and promoting nonviolent solutions to problems. 
Every school establishes and maintains its own policies and standards for behavior. These 
policies are ethical, professionally defensible, and reflect the shared values of the entire 
school community. 
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Schools remain open for after-school activities, for learning opportunities, and for 
participation by the community. Students’ families feel welcome in the school and are 
actively involved in decisions affecting their children’s instructional programs and school 
life. Their frequent presence at the school makes them, the students, and schools more 
accountable, 
 
The effectiveness of a school is assessed not by how high the highest scoring students score 
but rather by how many successful learning opportunities have been created for all 
children — a far cry from the mechanistic measurements prevalent just 10 years ago. 
 

GOVERNANCE 
 
Ten years hence, leadership is shared and defined by how many others are involved rather 
than how many others are affected. Administrators and managers view it as their 
responsibility to provide necessary top-down support for bottom-up reform. Recognizing 
that progress cannot be caused by exhortation alone, they ensure sufficient and equitable 
distribution of resources. They actively support instructional reform, ensure an environment 
safe for innovation, and invest in teacher development. 
 
The bureaucratic model has been replaced by a democratic structure built on the 
assumption of the consent of the governed (D. L. Clark, personal communication, 
November 23, 1988). Central Office is no longer a “headquarters” but rather a service 
center whose functions are evaluated by the schools they serve. Schools now have a 
choice between purchasing services and supplies from Central Office or other vendors—or 
taking the money equivalent, instead. The board of education now resembles a board of 
directors, meeting less often and refraining from micromanaging the work of the 
professionals. Instead, they coordinate the health and social services for children who 
needed them but often lacked access to them—just 10 years ago. 

 
 

THE UNION 
 
Ten years hence, the teachers’ union is viewed as the major player in bringing about the 
reforms that have transformed schools and education. It has done so by working with other 
partners whenever possible and by promoting reform without permission when necessary. 
 
Features of industrial unionism have yielded to changes that offer the promise of making 
public education more effective for all children. And the scope of collective bargaining has 
been extended to include negotiations on professional issues—not just wages, benefits and 
working conditions. The union promotes practices and dynamics such as peer review; 
differentiated staffing and differentiated pay; public school choice; professional account-
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ability; involvement of parents, students, and peers in teacher evaluations; and staffing of 
schools and transfers of staff based on criteria other than seniority alone. 
 
Considering itself to be the voice of the profession, as well as the voice of the practitioners, 
the teachers’ union now spends as much energy and as many resources on the 
professional needs of its members as it does on collective bargaining, contract 
enforcement, economic benefits, and other basic traditional union functions. Recognizing 
that the welfare of the union and its members hinges on the effectiveness of the profession 
within which it exists, the teachers’ union has formalized its commitment to reform. 
 
A new kind of teachers’ union has emerged, a union committed to lead change in unions 
as well as in education. This new teachers’ union considers unionism and professionalism as 
complementary and not mutually exclusive; it helps its members to become agents of 
reform and not remain the passive targets of reform; it views the negotiated contract as the 
floor and not the ceiling for what union members are willing to do for students; and, 
recognizing its responsibility to work to protect the public and the students from harmful 
practice and ineffective schools, the union views itself as the guardian of standards in the 
profession. The very idea of a teachers’ union has been significantly transformed from the 
model that prevailed just 10 years ago. 
 

THE COMMUNITY 
 
Ten years hence, this vision exists within the context of a community that understands that 
high educational standards can exist only when there are high civic standards, high moral 
standards, and high standards for equity. The entire community recognizes that education 
is not just schooling, and that schools cannot be oases of accountability in a desert of 
apathy and indifference. Education reform is viewed as a matter of shared accountability 
and is accompanied by reforms in health care, housing, childcare, job training, social 
welfare, and juvenile justice. And accountability for rebuilding the community is shared: 
Everyone and each constituency are responsible for that which is—or ought to be—within 
their control. 
 
Successful education of children is viewed in this community as a dual agenda: Educators 
have the responsibility to make schools ready for all children, and the rest of community 
shares the responsibility to ensure that all children are ready to learn. Schools are no 
longer expected to do it all alone—as they were just 10 years ago. 
 

 
VISION INTO REALITY 

This vision describes the culture 10 years hence, but the work toward it must begin now. Yet any 
vision is only a pipe dream unless created twice: first as a mental image, then as the actualization 
of it. And nowhere is this more needed or more difficult than in education today. 
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Change does not come easily. The problem with today’s schools is not that they are no longer as 
good as they once were, rather it is that they are precisely as they always were—whereas the 
needs of our students and our society have changed so significantly. Reform, the translation of a 
vision into reality, is a search. Along the way there will be false starts, wrong turns, negative 
findings, and pain. But the pangs of adjustment are evidence that the changes are real. 
 
It can be done, it is just that it cannot be done easily. We can succeed if we are passionate about 
change and if we can commit for the long haul. We can succeed it we promote equal partnerships, 
cooperation, and unity without unanimity and without uniformity. First, however, we mist instigate a 
revolution of rising expectations and create the kind of a vision that would inspire others to aspire 
to more. Then we must continue to do the hard work that is unavoidable when the agenda is so 
ambitious. We must begin to build tomorrow today. And when we succeed, we will build stronger 
educational communities, a more genuine teaching profession, and more effective schools for all 
our students.                         
 
If we can envision it, we can also achieve it. 
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