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Imagine a conversation about learning. In many places and situations the conversation 
would quickly change from “learning” to “achievement on standardized tests.” In others, 
it would shift from learning to teaching. But in far too few cases would it remain on 
“learning”—the one concept that specifically and unequivocally draws our thoughts to 
the child as he or she exists now and as he or she will exist in the future. To be clear, 
achievement is not the same as learning. And, as any educator willing to tell the truth 
will admit, neither is teaching.

Each second we live is a new and unique moment of the universe, a moment that will never 
be again. And what do we teach our children? We teach them that two and two make four 
and that Paris is the capital of France. When will we also teach them what they are?

We should say to each of them: do you know what you are? You are a marvel. You are 
unique. In all the years that have passed, there has never been another child like you…

You may become a Shakespeare, a Michelangelo, a Beethoven. You have the capacity for 
anything. Yes, you are a marvel. 

- Pablo Casals
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Learning is what prepares young people 
for meaningful citizenship, employment, 
postsecondary education, and active 
participation in a global society. It is 
developmental and experiential. It is not 
restricted to time or space, adult qualification 
or status, intent or accident. Learning is the 
only thing that matters. And children do 
learn. The question we must ask ourselves is 
whether they learn that which we believe will 
help them succeed. 

At ASCD, we believe, and decades of research 
confirm, that certain conditions maximize 
children’s opportunity to learn. We have 
committed through our Whole Child Initiative 
to ensuring that each child, in each school, 
in each community is healthy, safe, engaged, 
supported, and challenged. Joined by more than 60 partners across the spectrum 
of education associations, recreation and health organizations, arts, history, civics, 
and other content-based nonprofits in the United States and beyond, we have called 
on educators, families, community organizations, and policy makers to change the 
conversation from one of “schooling” to one of “learning” and to take definitive action to 
realize a vision for the whole child that currently only exists on paper.

We seek nothing less than to revolutionize the way children learn. This means during 
the typical school day, as well as by including engaging expanded learning opportunities 
in afterschool, weekends, and summers as part of that equation, especially for 
struggling students.

For too long, in too many schools, young people have been provided a learning 
experience that so undermotivates, undereducates, underprepares, and underincludes 
that they are left reaching for remedial preparation for the careers, further education, 
and civic participation they seek. In the worst situations, young people are neither 
healthy nor safe, neither engaged nor supported, and certainly not challenged. 

In others, schools with seemingly healthy school cultures (little bullying, supportive 
staff-student relationships, wraparound supports for families, etc.) fail to hold high 
expectations for each child and instead create an environment of academic pity that 
fails to prepare even graduates for meaningful career, college, and civic next steps. In 
still others, the emphasis on academic rigor, rote memorization, and test preparation 
is so disproportionate that students experience high levels of social-emotional stress. 
This leads to a disconnection from school and the community and creates boredom in a 
culture of repetition from school that can extend into afterschool, weekend, and summer 
activities if we do not design and deliver expanded learning opportunities so they are 
more engaging, more personalized, more enriching, and include school-community 
collaboration and family involvement. Rather than a broadening of learning, more of 
the same only longer will leave increasing numbers of young people unprepared for 
anything beyond the world of multiple-choice exams. We can and must do better both 
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during the regular school day as well as in quality expanded learning programs after 
school and during the summer, which are typically less hampered by too much of the 
educational system’s “red tape” that regulates the typical day and year.

In the current system, of course, children learn. They learn that only some kinds of 
kids make it. They learn that art and physical education are “special.” They learn that 
creativity is for free time. They learn that information, skills, interests, and opinions 
are irrelevant if they are not on the test and that scores define their worth. This needs 
to change during the regular school day if we are to be successful, but afterschool and 
summer programs through school-community partnerships can also can be a good 
source of arts and creative learning, physical fitness and health, engagement in hands-
on science, learning about the world, using digital learning to expand horizons—all 
building on and expanding the school day and the very essence of learning.

While the United States continues to pursue a regimen of “if at first you don’t succeed, 
do the same thing longer or fire everyone involved” thinking, the rest of the world 
seeks opportunities to stimulate creativity, critical thinking, content application, and 
joy in the learning process. They intentionally and strategically move away from the 
standardized testing that serves as the North Star of the U.S. system of educational 
reform and find new options to provide seamless experiences from home to school to 
after school to work to life. 

What if we closed the believing-doing gap that leads us to believe that each child 
should be healthy, safe, engaged, supported, and challenged, while we simultaneously 
pursue actions that defeat exactly that purpose? What if, instead, each child entered 
school healthy and learned about and 
practiced a healthy lifestyle? What if 
each child learned in an environment 
that was physically and emotionally 
safe for children and adults? What 
if broad learning, and not narrow 
multiple-choice tests, allowed her to be 
actively engaged in learning—in school, 
after school, on weekends, and during 
breaks—that connected her both to 
school and to the community? What if 
he had access to personalized learning 
unbound by time and space, supported 
by qualified, caring adults? What if 
they all were challenged academically 
and prepared for success in college or 
further education and for employment 
and participation in a global economy? 
What if the flexibility of afterschool, 
weekend, and summer programs were 
leveraged to directly connect more 
young people, particularly those who 
are struggling, to see and experience 
careers and learn about college?
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We can make this vision of a system focused on learning the reality for each child. 
Together we can eliminate the barriers of time, money, geography, role, and expertise to 
ensure that each child is healthy so that she may learn in pace with her development. 
By expanding learning opportunities after school and in summers, we can ensure 
that each child is safe—academically, emotionally, and physically—so that he may 
participate in active, authentic, experiential learning opportunities. We can engage 
students in aligned learning from content area to content area, learning venue 
to learning venue that reflects their interests and opinions and connects them in 
meaningful ways to the communities in which they live. We can surround children 
with adults in a variety of school and community-based roles who conscientiously and 
consciously attend to the model they provide, the relationship they foster, and the 
expectations they hold. We can change the conversation from schooling to learning and 
challenge the very definition of success by raising the bar of performance for ourselves 
as educators, organizations, and citizens.

Now is the time to move toward the leading edge of learning in expanded opportunities 
afterschool, summers, weekends and through school-community partnerships. I invite 
you to leap; to take bold action; to revolutionize the way you learn, teach, and lead so 
that each child among us learns each day that he or she is a marvel. 
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