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About Digital Promise

Digital Promise is a global nonprofit working to expand opportunity for learners and prepare them
to thrive on every path ahead. We integrate research, practice, and technology across the education
ecosystem to design, investigate, and scale innovations that drive meaningful outcomes. Our vision
is that every person engages in Powerful Learning experiences that lead to a life of well-being, fulfill-
ment, and economic mobility and security. For more information, visit the Digital Promise website

and follow Digital Promise for updates.
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Foreword

After more than 30 years in education—as a
teacher, high school principal, school system
leader, and now as the head of a global orga-
nization dedicated to transforming learning—I
have watched our field cycle through waves of
urgency and innovation, each promising to be
the breakthrough that finally moves the needle
for every child. Many of those waves produced
real gains in isolated classrooms and districts.
Too few produced lasting, systemic change.

We are at another inflection point.
And this one is different.

The convergence of an academic achieve-
ment crisis, a youth mental health challenge,
and the rapid rise of artificial intelligence has
compressed what might have been a decade
of gradual reckoning in education to an urgent
challenge. The stakes are not abstract. They
show up in the faces of the one in three eighth
graders who cannot read at a basic level. They
show up in the 40% of high school students
who report persistent sadness or hopeless-
ness. They show up in the quiet recognition,
shared by educators across the country, that
the skills we have long prioritized in classrooms
are not the skills learners will need most.

| have led large urban school systems. | know
the weight of these numbers, and | know what
it feels like to stand before a community and
be accountable for them. | also know that the
problem has never been a shortage of talented
educators or well-meaning initiatives. The
problem has been fragmentation—a field full
of isolated pockets of excellence that struggle
to scale, and a persistent gap between what

Digital Promise®

research tells us about learning and what
actually happens in classrooms every day.

Powerful Learning is Digital Promise’s direct

response to that fragmentation. It is not another
framework to add to an already crowded shelf.

It is a unifying structure, grounded in decades

of learning science, designed to give educators,
system leaders, and technology developers a
common language and a shared vision. One

that centers human connection. One that treats
agency, purpose, and curiosity not as aspirational

ideals but as design requirements for true learning.

Powerful Learning insists on building knowledge,
skills, and dispositions together, because we
cannot afford to choose between academic rigor
and the human development that makes rigor
meaningful.

And this is not only about better learning—it

is about what better learning makes possible.
Economic mobility and security have always
depended on education. But the competencies
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that drive mobility are shifting. Discrete technical skills can now be auto-
mated; what cannot be automated is the capacity to think critically, collab-
orate across difference, adapt to new challenges, and contribute creatively
to solve complex problems. These are precisely the knowledge, skills, and
dispositions that Powerful Learning is designed to build. When we get this
right—when every learner has access to learning experiences that foster
genuine agency, purpose, and curiosity—we expand who gets to participate
fully in the civic and economic fabric of our society. This is not a secondary
benefit; it is one of the central promises of this framework.

The urgency is real. Technology is already reshaping what it means to be
educated, and the field is making high-stakes decisions about Al integration
largely without the evidence base needed to ensure these tools expand
opportunity rather than restrict it. We cannot afford to react. We must lead
with clarity about what we are designing toward and why.

That is what this paper offers. We are proud to share it with you.

Jean-Claude Brizard
President and CEQ, Digital Promise
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Introduction

The American public education system is facing

a critical turning point. As emerging technologies
rapidly reshape our world, education systems must
now simultaneously respond to the critical need
to prepare learners with new future-ready skill
sets alongside determining how to integrate new
technologies in learning. There is an opportunity
to transform education by redesigning educational
systems grounded in human connection and

what research has evidenced about learning. The
resulting experiences will prepare learners for a
future of well-being, fulfillment, and economic
mobility and security.

The primary obstacle to a brighter educational
future is not a lack of research or a shortage of
tools, but rather a fragmented vision that fails to
align research, practice, and technology. While

a robust community of researchers, developers,
and educators continuously generate evidence-
based insights and innovative edtech solutions,
these resources remain siloed. Educators and
school leaders struggle to navigate the sprawling
research, and many tools fail to resolve the prac-
tical, daily challenges that classrooms face.

Without a coherent, shared framework to unify
these well-intentioned efforts result in discon-
nected approaches that fail to move the needle for
the learners who need it most. Rather than letting
the field fragment further, we need a unifying
structure that integrates various conceptual theo-
ries of learning, synthesizes patterns of findings,
and translates decades of educational research
into a comprehensive and actionable framework
that can guide design and provide clear guidance
to educators, educational designers, leaders, and
policymakers.

Digital Promise®

Powerful Learning, defined below and elaborated

in the following sections of this paper, seeks to
provide a unifying framework to ground learning
and systems design in educational research.
Digital Promise connects research, practice,

and learning technology to prepare learners to
thrive on every path ahead. We connect educator
networks, translate learning science into practice,
build pathways that guide learners from school
into careers, and help systems drive meaningful
outcomes for all students. By articulating this
unifying framework, we hope to guide efforts
working to transform education spaces and
resources to better support learners.

How Does Digital Promise

Define Powerful Learning?
Powerful Learning fosters individuals’
agency, purpose, and curiosity through
connection to ideas, self, people, and place.
Powerful Learning experiences empower
learners with knowledge, skills, and dispo-
sitions that prepare them for the future.

Agency: Learners build knowledge
through action, choice, and voice.

Purpose: Learners have the opportunity
to develop an authentic and meaningful
contribution.

Curiosity: Learners explore new ideas and
experiences to better understand their world.

Connection: Learning occurs when learners
make connections to ideas, themselves,
others, and place.
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In the following sections, we elaborate and apply the Powerful Learning Framework across the
educational ecosystem. First, we explore the compounding challenges that educational systems
currently face. Next, we explain Digital Promise’s definition for Powerful Learning, connecting it
to educational research. Finally, we provide language and examples to operationalize Powerful
Learning across classrooms and broader educational systems. Educators, instructional designers,
system leaders, and policymakers can work together in partnership with Digital Promise to create
the necessary enabling conditions to drive change towards Powerful Learning.
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Systemic Challenges Facing Learners

For learners, there is hope and promise that their classroom experiences will equip them with the
knowledge and skills necessary to thrive in a global economy. However, learners are facing three obsta-
cles in achieving that desire.

Systemic achievement gaps are widening.

On average, students are losing ground academ-

ically and, when disaggregated, the gaps among

groups are ever widening. The already signif-

icant difference between high-achieving and

low-performing learners has grown larger, driving a

deeper wedge between learners who are equipped

for the future and those who are not. Results from

the 2024 National Assessment of Educational

Progress (NAEP) reveal most learners have yet to

recover their pre-pandemic proficiency in reading and math. Further, one-third of eighth graders now
fall below the “NAEP Basic” reading level (Yee et al., 2026). Compounding these structural gaps is the
reality that standard classroom practices frequently fail to reflect research regarding how people learn.
This misalignment feeds into academic decline and widens achievement gaps.

Learners are isolated and disengaged from school. As academic progress falters, student isola-

tion continues to rise. High rates of voluntary teacher turnover compromise staff stability, drastically
reducing learners’ access to consistent mentorship and support (Tan et al.,, 2026). Simultaneously,
student engagement and belief in the relevance of their education drop noticeably as they enter
secondary school, leaving school leaders deeply concerned with student motivation and classroom
connection (Symonds et al., 2026). Meanwhile, youth are facing a mental health crisis. Almost 40%

of high school learners report persistent sadness or hopelessness, and the suicide rate among young
people ages 10-19 has increased by 85.3% between 2001 and 2017 with potential contributors related
to school-related stress, decreased social connections, and issues with digital and social media among
others (Woolf, 2025).

Future-ready skill sets are shifting. In a world that is rapidly changing due to emerging technologies
and globalization, learners need academic skills, as well as the ability to adapt and interpret those skills
in order to apply them in current and future contexts. As artificial intelligence and other disruptive
technologies increasingly automate discrete and technical tasks, cultivating innately human skills and
dispositions is more important than ever (Touretzky et al., 2023). The rapid expansion of technology
has led to skill sets such as computational thinking or Al Literacy being increasingly thrust upon K-12
schools to prepare youth for a changing world (National Research Council, 2026). To prepare learners
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for the future, educators must intentionally help learners build knowledge across various domains
while simultaneously equipping learners with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that prepare
them for the future.

A throughline across these challenges is a fragmented educational system operating without a
shared, cohesive vision. Increasingly, when faced with these challenges, system leaders turn to
technology-focused interventions. However, in the absence of strong evidence-based pedagog-
ical approaches, these technological solutions often exacerbate or reproduce historic inequities,
deepening the challenges above for historically and systematically excluded learners (Ahn, 2022;
Macgilchrist, 2019; Darmawaskita & McDaniel, 2021). While public education possesses isolated
“pockets of excellence,” the lack of a shared vision, organized knowledge, and equitably distributed
resources prevents these successful environments from scaling system-wide. Without a coherent,
shared vision, well-intentioned efforts across education systems result in disparate, disconnected
approaches that fail to move the needle for the learners who need it most.
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What is Powerful Learning?

Powerful Learning is Digital Promise’s response to this fragmentation, in order to drive cohesive,
forward-thinking innovation in education. We have developed a multidimensional framework that
synthesizes key theories of learning into a cohesive vision that centers human connection and sparks
agency, purpose, and curiosity.

Connection as a Foundation of Powerful Learning

Powerful Learning is a connected endeavor that unfolds across four essential dimensions:

Connection to Ideas: Connection to Self: Connection to People:  Connection to Place:
Bridging new concepts  Building the skills, Supporting the rela- Grounding learning in
to learners’ own unique  dispositions, and iden- tionships, cultures, and  the local and global
“mental maps” to solve tities learners need to communities that drive  environments, allowing
real-world problems. develop a positive view  learning while helping learners to see the
of themselves within learners find a deep world as a classroom
the context of learning.  sense of purpose in and themselves as
connecting to others. active contributors to

their surroundings.

Figure 1. Cultivating deep connections across these areas
Learning occurs when learners make connections to ideas, is what allows students to build knowledge,
themselves, others, and place. master complex skills, and develop dispositions.

This holistic approach aligns with decades of
research in the learning sciences and education
fields (Ausubel, 1968; Barron & Darling-Hammond,
2008; Huberman et al., 2014).
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Connection to Ideas

Powerful Learning supports learners in making connections to and across ideas. Through these expe-
riences, learners build new knowledge based on their previous understandings, actively make sense of
the world around them, and apply knowledge flexibly across contexts. This approach centers learners,
prioritizing deep reasoning and giving them agency to solve real problems (Huberman et al., 2014). The
conceptual categories below describe foundational theories that support the importance of connec-
tion to ideas.

Prior Knowledge and Conceptual Change. Learners interpret new information through their
previous knowledge, experiences, and mental models. Prior knowledge can provide both an anchor
for new ideas and opportunities to correct misunderstandings (Ausubel, 1968). Learning can be
supported by providing students opportunities to encounter alternative ideas, revise their existing
models of the world, and integrate new ideas with previous knowledge (Linn & Eylon, 2011; Posner
et al., 1982; Vosniadou, 1994).

Active Learning and Knowledge Construction. Learners are not simply empty vessels to be filled,
they actively construct their own understanding of the world through experience (Piaget, 1952). By
generating ideas, asking questions, and testing explanations, learners build their knowledge (Bruner,
1960). The quality and depth of learning improves when intellectual sensemaking is prioritized over
procedural completion (Chi & Wylie, 2014).

Transfer and Adaptive Expertise. Beyond content mastery, learners need the ability to adapt and
extend their knowledge and skills to unfamiliar tasks and subjects (Hatano & Inagaki, 1986). Learners
are better able to transfer their knowledge to new situations when they understand the fundamental
principles that connect ideas across contexts (Bransford & Schwartz, 1999).
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Connection to Self

Powerful Learning empowers learners to connect deeply with themselves, enabling education to
become an identity-forming journey that strengthens a learner's knowledge, skills, and dispositions.
Learners are more likely to be engaged in their education when they can see how learning connects to
who they are, what they value, and how they can direct their own growth. The foundational theories
below highlight the centrality of connections to self.

Identity Development. Learners develop ideas about who they are and who they can become
through their educational experiences, which in turn shape their educational decisions (Markus &
Nurius, 1986; Oyserman, et al., 2006). The unique cultural, familial, and community backgrounds of
each learner serve as vital tools for making sense of their identity, developing academic knowledge,
and choosing a path (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014).

Motivation, Interest, and Self-efficacy. Learners are more likely to persist and succeed when they
experience learning as valuable, appropriately challenging, and connected to their interests (Eccles &
Wigfield, 2002). A sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness to others can support intrinsic
motivation to learn (Deci & Ryan, 2012). Beliefs about their own abilities shape their persistence and
resilience (Bandura, 1977).

Self-regulated Learning and Metacognition. Learners can also cultivate agency over their own
learning. Metacognition—learners’ ability to monitor and evaluate their own thinking (Flavell, 1979)—
provides a foundation for the cyclical processes of self-regulated learning through which learners
proactively direct their own thoughts, feelings, and behaviors towards specific educational goals
through planning, monitoring, and reflecting (Zimmerman, 2002).

Connection to People

Powerful Learning intentionally prioritizes social
connections that support collaborative learning.
Thoughtfully structured learning experiences

with peers, teachers, and family members equip
learners with the cognitive and interpersonal skills
necessary to navigate, critique, and contribute to
an increasingly complex world. The key frame-
works below provide guidance for designing social
environments that support learning.

Collaborative Learning. Learning is an inherently social process, as knowledge, identity, and agency
are cultivated by participating in learning activities with others (Barron & Darling-Hammond, 2008;
Rogoff, 1990). Learning occurs through the process of mutual engagement in coordinated efforts
and the thoughtful division of labor (Dillenbourg et al., 1996).
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Sociocultural Foundations of Shared Meaning. Cognitive development involves the social
construction of knowledge; learners build understanding by actively participating in the cultural
environments where they grow (Vygotsky, 1978). Meaning emerges through interaction among
multiple voices, perspectives, and interpretations (Bakhtin, 1981; Mercer, 1995). Deep funds of
knowledge stem from a learner’s family and cultural background. (Moll et al., 1992; Calabrese Barton
& Tan, 2019). Rather than being overlooked, these lived experiences are treated as essential tools for
meaningful and authentic learning (Moll et al.,, 1992; Calabrese Barton & Tan, 2009).

Relationships and Belonging. Education is fundamentally structured through human relationships
(Noddings, 1984). Stable, meaningful social connections provide a sense of belonging that supports
engagement and persistence in learning (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Relationships are cultivated
within the context of histories and identities, which are recognized as resources that foster culturally
relevant learning (Ladson-Billings, 1995).

Connection to Place

Powerful Learning connects learning to local,
material, ecological, and civic landscapes.

This approach acknowledges that education is
embedded within communities, environments,
histories, and institutions that shape learners’ lives
and create the conditions for purpose and agency.
The conceptual traditions described below high-
light key connections between learning and place.

Place-based Education. Grounding educational processes in local contexts can support learning
and help learners explore real-world problems in tangible and relatable ways (Gruenewald, 2003;
Sobel, 2004). Schools can become transformative spaces where academic knowledge and learners’
cultural and community-based knowledge can be synthesized to foster both learning and commu-
nity (Bhabha, 1994; Gutiérrez et al., 1999).

Participatory Learning. Authentic engagement in community processes can help learners under-
stand and transform the communities in which they live (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Freire, 1970).
Education systems have a responsibility to prepare learners for shared civic life by integrating
opportunities to meaningfully participate (Dewey, 1916).

Ecological Systems and Situated Cognition. Human development occurs within nested systems,
from immediate relationships to broader institutional, cultural, and historical contexts (Bronfen-
brenner, 1979). These intersecting contexts shape knowledge and anchor learning processes to
specific places (Brown et al., 1989). Further, thinking doesn't just happen inside an individual's mind,
it is spread across artifacts, routines, and inhabitants of particular environments (Hutchins, 1995).
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Powerful Learning Fosters Agency, Purpose, Curiosity

Powerful Learning centers three essential drivers—agency, purpose, and curiosity—that shape how a
learner engages with new knowledge and skills. These three drivers are facets of the human experi-
ence that serve to bridge the gap between schooling and the real world, inspiring learners to find their
passion, cultivate their voice, and pursue their goals. While every learner possesses a unique, individual-
ized relationship with these drivers, learning designers can intentionally engineer learning environments
to foster these specific states, making transformative learning outcomes achievable for all learners even
when other external factors are difficult to control.

Figure 2.

Connection to ideas, self, people and place drive agency, purpose, and curiosity.

Agency empowers learners
to construct knowledge

through deliberate action, Purpose allows learners to develop
choice, and voice (Cook-

Sather, 2020).

authentic and meaningful contribu-
tions aligned with their values and
goals (Damon et al.,, 2003)

CURIOSITY L
/ Curiosity acts as a catalyst that

drives them to actively bridge knowl-

edge gaps to better understand their
world (Loewenstein, 1994).

Agency

Fostering learner agency means designing opportunities for students to pursue knowledge through
their own action, choice, and voice. Agency is not a fixed human trait; rather, it is an achievement that
emerges through a learner’s interactions with their peers, teachers, tools, and conditions of the learning
environment (Larsen-Freeman, 2019; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). The capacity to enact agency is a
strong predictor of academic performance and increased motivation (Akos, 2004; Reeve, 2013). This
drive is sustained when learners are afforded the space to negotiate a sense of ownership over their
actions, confidence in their growing skills, and a genuine connection to their learning community (Deci
& Ryan, 2012). Providing opportunities for agency in primary education is crucial, as it allows learners to
practice the self-regulation and goal-setting skills necessary for lifelong learning (OECD, 2022). Agency
is a critical factor in the subjective well-being of learners (Maynard & Stuart, 2017; Sorbring & Kuczynski,
2018). Environments that invite and sustain learner agency foster “sustainable competencies,” such
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as resilience, adaptive problem-solving, and leadership, which prepare learners for professional life
(Brandt, 2024; Rupnik & Avsec, 2025). Intentionally designing learning experiences to invite agency
in youth builds the foundation for future success. Providing these frequent opportunities are vital
because they build a learner’s repertoire of experiences, fundamentally shaping how they enter new
spaces and how readily they recognize and act upon opportunities for agency throughout their lives
(Biesta & Tedder, 2007). This agency and autonomy impact satisfaction, happiness, and well-being
later in life (Tang et al., 2020; Wang & Chen, 2023).

Purpose

Providing learners with a sense of purpose involves creating opportunities for them to make
authentic, meaningful contributions. In some cases, this purpose is achieved by connecting learning
to the world beyond themselves (Damon et al.,, 2019). When learners are able to find purpose while
learning, they instill a sense of meaning for the learning activities, consequently increasing engage-
ment, improving self-regulation, and boosting academic performance (Priniski et al., 2018). Personal
meaning and interest in learning are mechanisms that foster engagement and develop a lifelong
persistence (Priniski et al., 2018). Cultivating purpose early in life is critical for identity development
and long-term well-being, fostering greater resilience and life satisfaction (Bronk, 2011; Kim et al,,
2022). Rather than being a static internal trait, purpose is subjective and emerges through the inter-
play between a learner’s personal background and their specific social and cultural environments
(Mariano & Going, 2011; Volet, 2001).

Curiosity

Curiosity in Powerful Learning means providing learners with opportunities to explore new ideas and
experiences to better understand their world. It serves as a critical catalyst for academic success and
long-term well-being, functioning as a bridge across a knowledge gap, or the tension between what
one knows and what one wants to know (Loewenstein, 1994). In education, learners must navigate

a balance where they are aware of their own knowledge gaps without becoming overwhelmed by
excessive gaps, which can lead to anxiety or frustration (Goupil & Proust, 2023). When this balance is
achieved, curiosity leads to engagement in complex learning experiences for prolonged periods of
time (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). This capacity for wonder boosts cognitive engagement and long-term
memory (Gruber et al., 2014). The benefits of curiosity extend beyond the classroom, serving as an
important resource for health and cognitive function as we age. High levels of curiosity are linked to
greater longevity, helping individuals better navigate the physical and mental challenges of later life
(Chu et al.,, 2021) and promoting healthy cognitive aging (Wiegand et al., 2025).

Connected learning experiences, across ideas, self, people and place, provide the foundation for

learners to experience curiosity, agency, and purpose. By purposefully designing for these connec-
tions, educators activate the three drivers of Powerful Learning.
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Powerful Learning Builds Knowledge, Skills, and Dispositions

Powerful Learning experiences equip learners with knowledge, alongside durable skills and future-
ready dispositions needed to adapt and thrive in an increasingly complex and technology-driven world.

Powerful Learning builds:
» Knowledge, or domain-specific expertise (e.g., fractions in math or decoding in reading).
« Skills, or practical applications of knowledge (e.g., critical thinking, creativity, or collaboration).
« Dispositions, or the mindsets that equip learners to succeed (e.g., empathy or perseverance).

Cultivating knowledge, skills, and dispositions in tandem is vital for fostering the lifelong learning mind-
sets necessary to empower learners to tackle the complex challenges of a dynamic world.

Figure 3.

Powerful Learning Experiences build on a learner’'s background to foster the knowledge, skills,
and dispositions necessary for future readiness.

Learner
Background

Systemic Shifts Enabled by Powerful Learning

Powerful Learning responds to the ongoing challenges facing public education with a shared vision
that invites three fundamental approaches:

* Learner variability drives personalized growth. Learning experiences have greater potential to
promote individual growth when we embrace learner variability (Pape, 2018). Learner variability
describes the unique constellation of abilities and experiences that each learner brings to learning
environments that serve as building blocks for their growth (Pape, 2018). Understanding each
learner’s variability across academic content, cognitive development, social-emotional capacities,
and personal backgrounds enables the design of responsive learning environments that meet
learners where they are and provide the space for them to learn and grow. Personalized growth
has the potential to disrupt the gap between high-achieving and low-performing learners.
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« Human connection drives learning. Learning experiences should center human connection to
promote relationships that are foundational to meaningful learning. An essential role of teachers
is to establish a positive relationship with learners through care, empathy, and responsiveness to
their needs. A teacher also must also cultivate a positive learning environment among peers, one
in which every learner is comfortable, safe, and feels a strong sense of belonging. Learning envi-
ronments require humans to be connected with one another, and to integrate technologies in
ways that promote meaningful connection and authentic relationship building. Learning systems
that intentionally prioritize human connection can significantly reduce learner isolation and boost
engagement.

« Knowledge, skills, and dispositions drive future readiness. To promote future readiness,
educators and systems should consider the whole learner, noticing and recognizing skills and
dispositions alongside content knowledge. As emerging technologies shift traditional measures
of success, the field has an opportunity to respond by considering more expansive perspectives
about learning experiences to ensure learners are equipped for lives of well-being and economic
mobility and security.

Realizing Powerful Learning requires substantial changes to how we support learning in classrooms

and educational systems. In the following section, we explore how to support and promote Powerful
Learning in practice.
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Powerful Learning in Practice

To foster Powerful Learning and drive these shifts, we must adopt a systemic lens that encompasses
both the classroom and the broader educational ecosystem. While educators and instructional
designers focus on the instructional practices that directly shape the learner experience, the system
itself must begin to intentionally design the enabling conditions needed to foster Powerful Learning.
By addressing these multiple dimensions, we can dismantle long-standing systemic barriers and
promote the infrastructure necessary for Powerful Learning to take hold. Achieving alignment across
educational systems requires examining these dimensions simultaneously. To address this need, Digital
Promise conceptualizes Powerful Learning across two levels: (1) the instructional core and (2) broader
educational systems. The following sections define the structural components of each level. We
include illustrative vignettes to ground this framework in practice, and to highlight the interconnected
nature of this work. These narratives represent visions of systemic excellence that we strive toward for
every learner. By looking closely at these narratives, we can begin to dissect the tools, strategies, and
conditions required to turn isolated pockets of excellence into system-wide realities. Extending these
definitions, we conclude the section by exploring how this framework can be used to evaluate and
design educational technologies that enable connection and foster agency, purpose, and curiosity.

Powerful Learning in the Instructional Core

Powerful Learning experiences can be designed by attending to what learners are doing. The
instructional core (Cohen & Ball, 1999) is a useful framework to consider in the design of learning
environments because it emphasizes that content and pedagogy only truly matter when they
reshape the learner’s actual tasks.

Below, we define the components of Powerful Figure 4.
Learning within the instructional core, offering The instructional core includes how learners, teachers, and

tent/tool t n i t what |
educators shared language to analyze and content/tools are connected and can impact what learners

. . . are actually doing.
elevate what the learner is doing during a

learning experience. Content

Rigor and

. . . relevance tools
Conditions are the features of the learning envi-

ronment that educators deliberately cultivate to

enable or hinder learning outcomes. These are

distinct from system level conditions (such as Task
L - . What learners

district policies or budgets) that may impact the are doing

instructional core that educators cannot control.

Learner ,;r eaclhder
nowledge
Engagement | &<———> and skil(-l;
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Examples include:

» A culture of belonging where learners’ identities and experiences are recognized as assets.

» Classroom norms that value questioning, divergent thinking, and multiple ways of knowing.

e Trust and safety that allow learners to take risks and make mistakes.
Strategies are the instructional moves educators make, including formative assessment, feedback,
collaborative structures, and choice-giving. They are not inherently powerful or harmful; the same
practice can strengthen or undermine Powerful Learning depending on how it is implemented. For
example, a teacher may employ feedback in a way that builds relationships, enhances metacognition,

and motivates learners. Feedback can also have the opposite effect, negatively impacting relationships,
decreasing metacognition, and reducing motivation.

Tools are resources or artifacts that educators provide and/or learners use during a learning experience.
Like strategies, tools are not inherently powerful or harmful. The design of a tool, alongside how educa-
tors implement a tool and how learners interact with a tool, determine how powerful a tool-enabled
learning experience is (Huebner & Burstein, 2023). Examples of tools include:

* Manipulatives, such as counting blocks.
¢ Devices, such as chromebooks and VR headsets.

« Software used for learning, including generative Al and other emerging technologies.

The contrasting vignettes that follow illustrate how these abstract components intersect to impact
learners’ daily realities.
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Curiosity Without Conditions to Grow

Jordan, grade 6

School has always made sense to Jordan. He
understands what each class asks of him and he
delivers it. In sixth grade science, Ms. Nguyen
introduces each day with a short lecture on the
topic for the day: Today it is ecosystems. She
walks through the key vocabulary and main
concepts while students copy notes from the
board. Then the class moves to the learning
management system (LMS), where Jordan
watches an instructional video and answers the
comprehension questions that follow. The plat-
form returns his score within seconds: seven out
of 10. Jordan clicks back through the questions,
finds the three he missed, and selects the correct
answers. His score updates to 10 out of 10. He
rereads one of the resubmitted responses over
again, and the platform marks the assignment
complete and moves him to the next section.

The next section focuses on inquiry. The learning
management system asks Jordan to type one
question he is curious about. Jordan types: why
are there so many pigeons on my street but no
other birds? He hits submit and gets the next
instructional video.

When the bell rings, Jordan pauses where he is in
the lesson and makes sure he has written down
the homework. On the way home, he passes the
vacant lot and notices pigeons clustered near

a pile of something. There are no other birds,

just so many pigeons. The question is still open.
He doesn't know yet that what he is noticing is
actually an ecosystem, shaped by food sources,
habitat, and human activity—exactly what his class
is supposed to be studying. That connection was
never fully made today. The unit continues moving
on to food webs tomorrow.
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Ms. Nguyen, four-year teacher

Jordan’s teacher

Ms. Nguyen has taught sixth grade science for eight
years. She knows this curriculum well enough to
anticipate exactly where students get stuck. She

has developed explanations, analogies, and work-
arounds for most of those moments. While students
work through the learning management system,
she moves through the room, answering ques-
tions about the platform, checking that videos are
loading, and glancing at the completion dashboard
on her own screen. Most students are on track. The
room is quiet and orderly. She hasn't yet found the
time to develop a method for answering the student
questions shared on the platform’s inquiry portal. A
prime example is Jordan’s question about pigeons,
which was submitted through the platform and
routed to a folder she checks periodically. When
she read it that evening, she immediately realized it
was exactly the kind of question an ecosystems unit
should inspire. Jordan was noticing a pattern in his
neighborhood, connecting it to something larger,
and asking why. Ms. Nguyen wasn't sure what to do
with it and when. The benchmark assessment was in
two weeks and three topics remained. She feels the
pressure to keep moving or risk the students being
unprepared.
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In moments like these, Ms. Nguyen always wishes
for more time and a colleague who she can talk
with to explore what to do with a question like
Jordan’s. Neither is currently available. Profes-
sional learning in her school is a regular fixture
on the calendar, organized around the district’s
assessment cycle. The last session focused on
navigating the student information system'’s
reporting dashboard to identify which standards
needed reteaching before the test. Ms. Nguyen
sat with her data and did what was asked.
Because there was no structure for it, she did not
bring Jordan’s question to her peers and ask them
what to do with it.

At the end of the evening, Ms. Nguyen closes
the completion dashboard, marks attendance,
and emails three families about missing assign-
ments. Jordan’s question is still in the folder. She
means to come back to it. She knows something
is missing in her instructional practice. She just
doesn’t have the time or the structure to figure
out what to do about it.
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Curiosity With Conditions to Grow

Sofia, grade 4

Sofia has always loved math. She loves tricky math
problems. She likes how messy the problems can
be before she finds the solution. She doesn’t want
to give up until she figures it out, and trying all the
different ideas is the fun part. Connection to self
is present here from the start: for Sofia, math is
interesting in a way that she can't fully explain, and
it sits alongside an emerging curiosity about what
she doesn't yet know how to do. These aren't
separate experiences for Sofia. They are the same
experience.

Her teacher noticed this early and started leaving
harder problems on her desk with no instructions,
just a sticky note: How would you solve this? What
do you notice? That small move made room for
agency before Sofia had a name for it. She works
through problems in her notebook with reflections
in the margins: questions to explore, connec-
tions she discovers, how she feels along the way.
Choice and voice are already part of how she
learns, not something she is working toward.

This year her class is studying data: surveys,
graphs, what numbers can and cannot tell you.
Sofia’s teacher asked learners to choose some-
thing they are genuinely curious about in their
school. Sofia wanted to know whether kids
actually liked lunch. That question grew. Why do
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some kids not eat? Does it matter if you sit with
friends? The knowledge gap deepens her curiosity
and simultaneously pulls her toward connection
to people and place. The question is hers, but its
answers live in other people’s experiences. She
builds her survey using a digital form tool, which
lets her collect responses from two classes quickly
and see patterns she wouldn't have spotted in

a handwritten tally. The technology doesn't ask
the question for her; it gives her enough data to
take the question seriously. What the data reveals
surprises her: a significant number of students in
both classes skip lunch entirely, and almost all of
these students sit alone.

Sofia cannot just ignore this. It bothers her in the
same way a math problem that does not add up
bothers her. She brings the data to her teacher: the
number of students skipping lunch, the pattern of
kids eating alone. Sofia thinks she knows why, but
she wants to find out: if kids had someone to sit
with, would they actually eat? She asks if she can
present her findings to the principal. Sofia prepares
for that conversation the way she works through
hard math problems: methodically, with trust in
her own process. The presentation is not about
showing what she found. It is about making a case
for change. What her teacher sees in that move is
not a learner who arrived at agency at the end of a
sequence, but rather one in whom connection to
self, connection to people and place, curiosity, and
agency were always operating together, each one
making the others more possible. That is self-di-
rection. That is a consequential contribution to a
real conversation in her school. She leaves real-
izing that the math she loves doesn’t have to stay
in her notebook; the same patterns she untangles
in a math problem can be used to help people
around her.
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Mr. Olmedo, five-year teacher

Sofia’s teacher

Mr. Olmedo teaches fourth grade math. He has
been reflecting about Sofia for weeks. Sofia is

the learner who fills her notebook with running
commentary and who asked to present her lunch
survey findings to the principal. She seems to
understand things most readily when she is the
one driving the question. Mr. Olmedo can see
something real happening in Sofia’s learning. What
he can't yet see is how to build more of it inten-
tionally, not only for Sofia, but also for the other
learners who don't yet know they are capable of
that kind of work. He brings this to his professional
learning session not as a success story, but as an
open question.

His coach asks everyone to bring two pieces of
student work: one that confused them and one
that surprised them. Mr. Olmedo brought a written
explanation from a different student, Maggie, one
whose work was technically correct but lacking
in depth, as if Maggie had learned to produce the
right answers without the understanding under-
neath. The contrast with Sofia's notebooks has
been sitting with him, and he hasn't known what
to make of it. Sitting with colleagues, he is not
receiving new information so much as bumping
up against the edges of what he already knows.
Curiosity and connection to ideas begin recog-
nizing a knowledge gap. The session is designed
to leverage that gap productively rather than
simply moving past it.

The group takes turns describing the student
work before interpreting it, a discipline that
slows everyone down and sharpens what

they actually see. After Mr. Olmedo shares his
example, a colleague reframes what Maggie's
work represents: she is not just rote-solving,

she is approximating, reaching toward an idea
she can almost hold. That is different from not
understanding—it is a form of understanding that
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has not fully formed yet. Mr. Olmedo sits with that
distinction, because it reframes something about
Sofia, too. What he has been reading as confidence
in her notebooks—the crossed-out dead ends and
running commentary—may be the same process,
just further along. Two learners, the same under-
lying dynamic, at different stages of development.
Because the question originated with him, the
insight belongs to him rather than being handed to
him. And the scope of the question, he now real-
izes, extends beyond these two specific learners;

it addresses his own gaps in understanding how
learning develops and his role as a teacher. This
moment represents the intersection of connection
to self and connection to ideas operating together.

The question Mr. Olmedo brought is authentic and
meaningful, tied to learners he knows and goals he
has set for his own practice. The interpretation he
builds across the session is genuinely his. The next
action he leaves with is small and specific. On the
way to his car, he notices that what just happened
to him is not so different from what he has been
watching both learners do in different ways: sitting
with a question that doesn't open right away,
working through it alongside others, and arriving
somewhere he couldn’t have predicted at the
start. Purpose, agency, and curiosity were present
throughout, not as a sequence but as the core
stems that made the work possible. He doesn't
have everything figured out, but he knows what to
work on and why.
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Systems that Promote Powerful Learning

Creating the conditions for Powerful Learning requires more than good intentions at the classroom level.
It requires deliberate design at the systems level: decisions about how time is structured, how professional
learning is organized, how progress is measured, and what leadership values and makes visible. To scale
impact, we must look beyond individual classrooms to the broader system through the Water of Systems
Change framework (Kania et al., 2018). This model allows us to identify enablers and barriers across
multiple dimensions: structural (policies, practices and resources), relational (connections and power
dynamics), and transformative (mental models). Systems leaders can effect change at multiple levels of
the educational system including teachers, coaches, school leaders, district leaders, edtech developers,
and policymakers or state educational agencies.

The following section outlines the components of systems that impact Powerful Learning, offering leaders

a shared language to create the conditions for Powerful Learning and drive lasting change at scale.

Figure 5.

Conditions can have an impact from multiple levels of the education ecosystem.
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Conditions are the system-level structures, policies, and norms (e.g., time, scheduling, standards,
leadership expectations, resource distribution) that enable or constrain Powerful Learning practices.

Strategies guide how leaders and system designers build those conditions intentionally, orienting
decisions toward agency, purpose, and curiosity at scale. Potential examples include:

» Professional learning designed to foster the same agency, curiosity, and purpose in educators that
they are asked to cultivate in learners.

+ Assessment systems that recognize knowledge, skills, and dispositions and not just content mastery.

» Technology and innovation strategies that enhance human connection, creativity, and learner
agency rather than simply increasing efficiency.

» Policies and structures that provide meaningful opportunities for learner voice, choice, and
contribution in shaping learning experiences.

Tools are the resources, materials, or technologies that systems select, fund, and make accessible to
schools and educators. Like tools within the instructional core, they are not inherently powerful or
harmful. How a system chooses, implements, and equitably distributes tools determines whether they
expand or constrain Powerful Learning. Potential examples include:

e Standards, curriculum, and instructional materials adopted at a systems level.

» Student information systems and learning management platforms used to organize and track the
learning experience.

» Procurement of generative Al and emerging technologies made available to schools and educators.
These components do not operate independently. They interact, and the relationship between them
is where culture lives: in the gap between what a system says it values and what its structures actually

make possible and uphold. The following vignette illustrates what it looks like when a leadership team
attempts to close that gap deliberately and over time.
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Leading Systems for Powerful Learning

Dr. Shelton, Superintendent

Three years ago, Superintendent Shelton and her
team of school leaders, instructional coaches, and
external consultants convened a series of listening
sessions across the district in response to a dual
challenge: stagnating learner outcomes and a
growing recognition that the skills schools were
prioritizing were not the ones learners would need
most. They asked principals, teachers, families,
and learners a version of the same question: what
do we want learning to look like here, and what

is getting in the way? What emerged became the
foundation of the district’s Portrait of a Graduate:
a shared articulation of the knowledge, skills,

and dispositions the community believes every
learner deserves the opportunity to develop. A key
element of this portrait includes a commitment to
preparing learners for a world increasingly shaped
by technology, not by training them to use specific
tools, but by ensuring they develop the curiosity,
agency, and adaptive thinking to direct those tools
toward meaningful ends. It was a decision about
values, and it required every subsequent decision
to answer to it. This was the beginning of the
transformative work: shifting the mental models
held across the system about what learning is for
and what it should look like in practice.

The operational plan that followed was designed
across all three dimensions of systems change
with room for the stakeholders to make accom-
modations as they implement. At the structural
level, the team redesigned how professional
learning time was allocated, moving away from
episodic training toward sustained, school-based
inquiry. Assessment frameworks were revised to
recognize skills and dispositions alongside content
mastery. Resources and tools were redistributed
to ensure that schools serving the highest-need
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learners had access to the coaching and planning
time that Powerful Learning requires. Crucially,
the district updated its technology policies to
move from a “block and ban” mindset to one of
mediated exploration, providing scaffolding and
guidance for learners to safely and ethically use
emerging technology tools such as generative Al
as catalysts for inquiry. At the relational level, Dr.
Shelton and her team worked with principals to
examine how trust, power, and shared language
were operating within their schools. They hamed,
repeatedly and in public, that culture was not

a soft variable. Trusting relationships between
teachers and learners, shared language about
what learning looks like, and leadership that
models curiosity and reflection are not add-ons
to the operational plan. They are the heart

of the plan.

This spring, Dr. Shelton visited a fourth grade
classroom in one of the district’'s elementary
schools. A learner named Sofia is presenting
data from a survey she designed, collected, and
analyzed herself. Her teacher, Mr. Olmedo, is
watching from the side of the room with the
particular attention of someone who is still
learning something. Later, Dr. Shelton meets
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with the principal to talk about what made this
possible: the protected time for collaborative
professional learning, the shared commitment to
inquiry, and the trust between Mr. Olmedo and
his coach.

These are the fruits of structural and relational
decisions made over years. But Dr. Shelton also
knows the work is unfinished. There are schools
in the district where those conditions don't yet
exist, where the Portrait of a Graduate remains a
document rather than a practice. Closing that gap
is not primarily a resource problem. It is a question
of whether the mental models held by leaders,
teachers, and communities about what learning

is and who it is for have shifted enough to sustain
what the structural changes make possible. That
shift, Dr. Shelton has learned, moves at the same
pace as trust. It cannot be mandated; it has to be
built with intention.
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Powerful Learning with Emerging Technology

While emerging technologies hold great promise for educational ecosystems, these technologies

are currently being adopted into classrooms at a rapid pace, often without a sufficient evidence

base for when, if, and how to best leverage them for learning. Many system leaders have turned to
technology-focused solutions to address educational challenges that are rooted in deeply human
problems. This approach often inadvertently increases learner isolation, exhausts educators, and repro-
duces historic inequities. Reactionary counter-movements around screen time limits and technology
bans address these issues superficially and limit the potential benefits that thoughtfully designed,
human-centered technology can bring to education.

Ultimately, emerging technologies are tools that
can act as either a barrier to or an enabler of
Powerful Learning. They hold immense poten-
tial to promote agency, purpose, curiosity, and
connection, effectively preparing learners for their
futures alongside traditional academic content. To
maximize this potential, however, the technology
must be thoughtfully designed and implemented,
to be evidence-based, learner-centered, and skill-
building (Mills et al., 2025).

Evidence-based technologies are built specifically

for education by leveraging foundational research

on teaching and learning. To ensure these tools support Powerful Learning, both product teams and
educators articulate clear, predefined metrics to discern exactly for whom and under what conditions
the technology impacts learning. Intentionally co-designing these tools alongside educators and
students increases their usability and ultimate potential to improve learning outcomes.

Learner-centered technologies can promote agency by personalizing instruction, providing imme-
diate feedback, and removing barriers to learning. Adaptive learning platforms can utilize evidence from
educational research to sequence rigorous content, evaluate student understanding in real time, and
maintain productive struggle (Ayeni et al., 2024; Tsai et al,, 2019). Furthermore, technology can support
accessibility by accommodating multiple sensory modalities, translating visual information for students
with low vision, and providing real-time language translations to engage diverse families (Matthews &
Lopez, 2019; Pérez Fernandez, 2024; Wang et al., 2025). When learner-centered technologies require
access to student data, robust security and privacy measures must be in place to safeguard this infor-
mation against unauthorized access (ISTE, 2024).

Skill-building technologies can enhance uniquely human skills such as collaboration (Breidband et

al, 2023) and creativity (Druga & Ko, 2025; Zha et al, 2024). At the same time, they can support deeper
conceptual understanding, enabling learners to develop and refine complex mental models while effec-
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tively managing cognitive load (Samala et al., 2024). When designed collaboratively with educators and
learners, these tools can actively scaffold knowledge, skills, and dispositions so that students can grow
at an individualized pace (Kaendler et al., 2015; Webb, 2009).

Rather than replacing human relationships and cognitive processes, Powerful Learning with tech-
nology enables deeper connections and sparks agency, purpose, and curiosity. The Powerful Learning
Framework establishes a benchmark for the design and integration of emerging technologies into
learning environments in ways that are evidence-based, learner-centered, and skill-building. By keeping
humans at the center of this design, emerging technology enhances human capabilities rather than
replacing or diminishing them. The following vignettes illustrates how emerging technologies can be
meaningfully integrated to promote Powerful Learning in practice.
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Fostering Agency and Purpose with Emerging
Technology in High School Science

Caleb, grade 11

Caleb didn't set out to study air quality policy. He
started with a question that was real and relevant
to his life: why does his brother’s asthma get
worse in spring, and worsen depending on which
block they're on? Caleb'’s junior seminar gave him
a framework to understand, explore, build, and
test his question. Purpose is present from the start
because the work carries authentic and mean-
ingful weight because it is rooted in something
Caleb has watched happen to someone he loves.
It is connected to goals that extend beyond the
classroom, toward his neighborhood, his family,
and his city. That root-

edness doesn't arrive at

the end of the project.

It is what makes the

project possible.

As Caleb began his

research, he encoun-

tered conflicting reports

and dense city council

transcripts. Generative Al became a mediating
tool rather than a shortcut. Caleb used a large
language model (LLM) not to write his paper but
to interrogate complex datasets and summa-
rize long-form policy documents. When the Al
provided a summary, Caleb didn't take it at face
value. He verified the information, comparing
the Al's output against the primary sources to
identify discrepancies. This process deepened
his engagement with the material, turning the
technology into something he directed rather
than something that directed him. It also surfaced
a knowledge gap that sharpened his curiosity
and inspired him to explore further. The more

he checked, the more he found that the official
record didn't match what he was observing in his
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own neighborhood. Curiosity and connection
to place converged when Caleb moved beyond
static maps. He utilized GIS (Geographic Informa-
tion Systems) mapping software and low-cost air
quality sensors to collect real-time data from his
own street. By plotting his own sensor data against
the city’s official mapping tool, he visualized a
systemic gap: the official monitoring stations
were miles away from the high-traffic corridors
where his brother played. The technology didn't
ask the question for him. It gave him evidence that
was precise enough to take his own observations
seriously.
Caleb’s agency devel-
oped across this project
in layers, with the tech-
nology playing a key
role in that growth. To
prepare his policy brief
for the neighborhood
board, Caleb used
Al-driven visualization
tools to transform raw
data into a clear, compelling narrative. He worked
through multiple iterations, conferring with his
teacher and peers to ensure the technology was
being used responsibly to amplify his voice, not
replace it. When Caleb finally presented to the
neighborhood board, he wasn't just a learner
fulfilling a rubric. He was a researcher presenting
evidence he had built. He defended his claims,
acknowledged the limits of his sensors, and
proposed a targeted policy shift. The technology
acted as a bridge, connecting his personal
concern for his brother to a professional-grade
contribution to his city. He left the room with
more than a grade. He left knowing he can use
modern tools to drive innovative, real-world
problem solving.
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Ms. Anoki, 17-year teacher

Caleb's teacher

Ms. Anoki teaches 11th grade science. She has
seen many district initiatives arrive with urgency
and then leave without any mention. When her
district rolled out its Al integration plan, her

first instinct was familiar: wait and see. She had
watched tools come and go before, and she
wasn't interested in centering technology for

its own sake. Her core focus had always been
ensuring her students were doing something real.
That instinct led her to design the seminar struc-
ture that gave Caleb the framework to pursue

his own question about his brother’s asthma.

She didn't know where his project would go, but
she had established the conditions for it to go
somewhere: dedicated time for sustained inquiry,
student choice in identifying questions, and an
expectation that their work would connect to
something beyond the classroom. The technology
came later. The conditions for inquiry came first.

The question that shifted her thinking came from
Caleb, midway through his air quality research. He
had used a large language model to summarize a
city council transcript and wanted to know: how
do | know if what the Al pulled from this docu-
ment is accurate? She recognized it immediately
as the kind of question that mattered. It was
about evidence, verification, and the difference
between receiving information and interrogating
it. These were things she had been teaching for
two decades. Facing a tool she was still learning
herself, she wasn't sure how to teach it to her
students. That night, she opened the district's
microlearning platform for the first time. In her
search for answers to Caleb’s question, she found
one: a short, practitioner-authored resource on
teaching source verification with generative Al,
designed for her exact situation. The platform was
needs-based and self-directed, which meant she
could access it at the point of her own knowledge
gap rather than during a scheduled session weeks
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removed from the problem. That design mirrored
what she was trying to create for her students:
learning that is personally relevant and connected
to goals she set herself.

From there, Ms. Anoki's integration of Al into
Caleb’s unit was deliberate and incremental. When
Caleb used the large language model to analyze
policy documents, Ms. Anoki included a verifi-
cation step. She did this not because of district
requirements, but because her own experience
with the platform taught her a vital lesson: the real
learning happens during the productive struggle
of fact-checking the Al's output. She created the
conditions for that struggle intentionally: struc-
tured time for students to compare Al outputs
against primary sources, collaborative protocols
for discussing discrepancies, and explicit conver-
sations about what responsible use of these tools
looks like. Every decision she made about when
and how to use the technology came back to the
same question: is this deepening connection to
ideas, or is it substituting for it? What mattered was
whether the technology pushed students further
into the complexity of their questions rather than
offering a way around it. That standard, simple to
state and difficult to hold in practice, shaped every
instructional decision that followed.

What Ms. Anoki didn't anticipate was how much
she would learn by watching Caleb work. His
project surfaced something she hadn't fully
named before: learner agency looks like making
real decisions in the face of real uncertainty, and
her job was to protect the conditions that made
those decisions possible rather than to resolve the
uncertainty for him. What Ms. Anoki brought was
years of knowing her students, and the willingness,
this time, to let that knowledge lead her some-
where new. She didn't have everything figured out.
But she knew what she was building toward, and
she knew why.
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Mr. Greene, District Director of Instructional
Technology

Mr. Greene has been the district’s director of
instructional technology for five years. During

the first two years, the job felt mostly reactive:
tools arriving faster than anyone could evaluate
them and a constant pressure to approve or block
without enough information to do either well. The
risks were real and specific: tools built on biased
training data could disadvantage the district's most
vulnerable learners; insecure data storage could
endanger students and families; and learning
structures that handed answers to students rather
than building their thinking could quietly under-
mine the district's core goals. The work shifted
when Mr. Greene stopped asking which tools to
adopt and started asking what conditions needed
to be in place for any tool to be used responsibly.
That question reoriented everything that followed.

What followed was a community co-design
process. Mr. Greene convened teachers, instruc-
tional coaches, school leaders, and families to
identify what they actually needed from Al tools
and what safeguards they expected. Rather than
building criteria in isolation, he grounded the
procurement framework in independent, third-
party evidence: tools approved for district use
needed to demonstrate responsible design, not
just functionality. That meant evidence of equi-
table performance across learner populations,
transparent data practices, and learning structures
that deepened student thinking rather than short-
cutting it. The district moved deliberately from a
“block and ban” posture to what Mr. Greene called
“mediated exploration”: clear policies and scaf-
folds that gave educators and learners the guid-
ance to engage with Al tools safely, ethically, and
purposefully. Access to tools was never the goal
on its own. The goal was building the conditions
for tools to be used effectively and responsibly.
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Professional learning was where that distinc-

tion became real. Mr. Greene had watched what
happened in other districts when tools arrived
without it: teachers either avoided them entirely
or used them in ways that substituted for thinking
rather than deepening it. The district's microle-
arning platform was designed specifically to close
that gap: needs-based, self-directed, and acces-
sible at the point of a teacher’s actual question
rather than weeks before or after it. The platform
was itself evaluated through the same procure-
ment framework, a practical choice that mattered
greatly. It signaled to teachers that the district’s
standards applied to every tool it brought into
schools, including the ones designed to support
educators.

Mr. Greene rarely sees the downstream effects of
these decisions directly. His work lives in policy
documents, procurement criteria, and platform
design. But at a district learning showcase, he
watches a presentation from Ms. Anoki's school:

a compilation of student projects from an 11th
grade science seminar, including Caleb’s air
quality brief. He reads the slide describing how
students used generative Al to interrogate policy
documents and verify their own findings against
primary sources. That is exactly what the procure-
ment framework was designed to make possible:
technology in service of student thinking and
learning agency, not in place of it. He notes the
name of the microlearning platform Ms. Anoki
used. It is one he approved. Mr. Greene has never
worked with Ms. Anoki directly, but he helped
create the very conditions that allowed Ms. Anoki’s
practice to thrive. And at his level of the system,
that is where his impact lies.
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Conclusion

Powerful Learning offers a research-based design framework intended to meet the growing challenges
in public education by centering human connection, learner variability, and future-ready skills. By
intentionally fostering deep connections to ideas, self, people, and place, we can cultivate the essential
human drivers of lifelong learning: agency, purpose, and curiosity.

The framework provides an approachable synthesis of research on how people learn, providing

a common language and shared vision to unify and amplify the pockets of excellence across our
ecosystem. Public education has never suffered from a shortage of exceptional, isolated classrooms.
The challenge has been a lack of unified effort that enables those outcomes for all learners. Sustainable
shifts occur when educators are supported by broader system conditions and by technologies that are
designed with those same goals. This means utilizing a common framework to help build educator
capacity, align district policies, and design of educational technology.

At Digital Promise, we are advancing this framework as a shared vision to unify
a complex educational ecosystem.

Our next step is to operationalize these principles across our diverse partnerships in research, practice,
and technology, allowing us to collectively analyze localized needs across educational systems and
begin to shape conditions that enable Powerful Learning.

Empowering learners to navigate, critique, and actively shape an increasingly complex world is a collec-
tive responsibility. We invite educators, system leaders, technology developers, and policymakers to
join us in learning, interrogating, and designing education systems together. By using a shared vision

to explore how system conditions shift, we can cooperatively build an educational ecosystem where
consistency is achievable, and every learner is equitably equipped with the knowledge, skills, and dispo-
sitions they need to adapt, innovate, and thrive in the future.
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