
Let’s Be Clear: What Do We Mean by a Learner-Centered Paradigm    

 

 

Element Conventional Schools 
School-Centered Paradigm 

Exploration High School  
Learner-Centered Paradigm 

Roles 

Students are mostly passive 
recipients of prescribed knowledge. 
Students are typically told what to 

and when to do it. During core 
learning time, student access to 
open information is prohibited.  

 
Teachers are asked to cover content 
and manage behaviors. A primary 
task for teachers is to get as many 
kids to pass their class and do well 

on standardized exams. 

 
Students are explorers who drive their learning 
as they work on projects they intrinsically care 
about that have value beyond the classroom. 
Students advocate for themselves and look for 
problems in the community they want to help 

solve. Open information is used to build 
networks and construct deeper learning. 

 
Teachers are learning guides whose primary 
role is to build strong, trusting relationships. 
Teachers mentor students, provide qualitative 
feedback on their work, cultivate partnerships 
for community asset learning, and look to raise 

each student’s unique voice. 
 

Goals 

 
The goal of every student is 

remarkably similar: outshine peers 
to have the highest class rank, the 
best SAT score, the most glowing 

college application. 
  

The goal of the school is to keep 
discipline issues to a minimum, do 

well on accountability tests to 
appease stakeholders, graduate as 
many students as possible so they 

can get into college. 
 

The goal of every student is to identify who they 
are as an individual and to recognize they have 

power to live a thriving, purposeful life. 
Equipped with transferrable skills and 

dispositions, graduates are prepared to navigate 
a future they design that provides sustainable 
joy, community connectedness, and well-being. 

 
The goal of the school is to empower every 

person – students and teachers – to thrive on 
an individualized basis. The school 

continuously looks to be an asset to the 
community by contributing to social good.  

Time 

 

Time is highly structured within a 
rigid daily schedule. This is to 

maximize efficiency for operations, to 
simplify scheduling, to attempt to 
know where kids are at all times, 
and to measure seat time. It is 

designed to serve adults; it is not 
designed to foster learner agency, 
infuse student voice, or cultivate 

independence.  

Time is a currency in which students and 
teachers collectively own. With embedded small 
group projects, one-on-ones with teachers and 
community experts, and large group hands-on 
learning challenges, students decide how they 
spend their time. Read “Day in the Life” on the 

next page to get a better sense of how time 
functions at Exploration.  

Space 

 
Furniture and layouts make school 
feel institutional. Designated spaces 

called classrooms are where the 
majority of learning happens. 

Content areas have their own space 
and teachers work in relative 
isolation from other adults. 

Corridors are used to get from one 
place to another. Activities outside 
the classroom (i.e. sports, clubs, 
volunteering, camps, internships) 

does not inform in-school learning. 
  

Space is created to make students feel a sense 
of belonging. There is a mixture of soft and hard 
seating within purposeful breakout spaces for 
small and large groups to meet. Students move 
through time and space fluidly, like one can at 
WeWork™. Advisories act as a student’s home 

base. The school looks for opportunities to 
leverage community spaces whenever possible. 

The notion of learning happens anywhere, 
anytime is baked into the ethos of the school. 

 

 



A Day in the Life at Exploration High School 

 

With the understanding that each student’s experience is largely individualized, and that learning 
happens anywhere, anytime: the following shows an example of what a day could be for a student: 
 

8:20 am - 
9:00 am 

Student arrives at Exploration, finds a comfortable place to sit in the learning commons, 
and checks in with their personal advisor about daily goals and plan.  

9:00 am - 
10:20 am 

Student attends a scheduled Spark-Y session. The assigned group of 25 students break 
into smaller teams to engage with Spark-Y facilitator to maintain the aquaponics lab they 
constructed earlier in the year, actively learning integrated science standards.  

10:20 am - 
11:00 am 

Student attends a Yoga class in the Wellness Center.  

11:00 am - 
1:00 pm 

Student gets together with a group of four peers who earlier in the year identified racial 
injustice as a community issue they wanted to work on. The group invited a local 
nonprofit leader in the issue area to co-plan a student-led panel at an upcoming public 
event the nonprofit is hosting. Over lunch, the team of five students discuss strategies 
and communication methods that could be used to leverage impact. 

1:00 pm - 
2:20 pm 

Student works on individual mathematical modeling project that investigates food deserts 
in the Twin Cities. The modeling project involves researching access to grocery stores with 
fresh produce and creative cost-effective policies to mitigate negative effects of food 
deserts. The student works one-on-one with STEM learning guide to produce an evidence-
supported proposal to send to Minnesota Congress members. 

2:20 pm - 
3:00  pm 

Student attends Vinyl Club Intracurricular with Humanities Learning Guide and eight 
peers in a large group breakout room. While listening to classic vinyl, a discussion ensues 
on the impact music has made in society throughout modern history. Students each leave 
determined to find examples of songs that have shaped the world. 

3:00 pm - 
3:40 pm 

Student finishes day back in the learning commons, writing a reflexive journal about daily 
progress, and making a checklist of objectives for the next day. A guide leading 
Achievement Mindset workshop pulls together ten students into a learning circle and 
facilitates 15-minute discussion on supporting each others’ Community Asset Projects 
through inquiry and constructive feedback.  

 

Another Student’s Hypothetical Daily Reflection  

 

Dear Journal, 

Today was remarkable - I can't believe this is actually school! I started the day in my advisory having a 

casual conversation about AI and the changing workforce; note to self: research blockchain and machine 

learning. My advisor then met with me one-on-one to set some daily goals, and I went off on my own to do 

research on my passion project of music’s historical role in social change; I’ve been thinking about voice 

and power since yesterday’s Vinyl Club. After that I met with my Spark-Y cohort to analyze the data of our 

aquaponics lab; we're submitting a funding proposal to the Honda Foundation to do a full urban 

sustainability hub on site, so I did some writing and editing to meet the upcoming grant deadline. After 

the intense morning I needed a break, so I went to the Wellness Center and did 40 minutes of Yoga with a 

couple friends. That got me thinking, I should spend some time in the afternoon on my upcoming college 

applications. For one of them I have to write an essay on how I want to make an impact in the world. So, I 

met with a learning guide to help me organize my thoughts and plan the essay. I spent an hour writing, 

including stories about all the community asset projects I've done. Then, my advisor set up a Zoom call 

with a college rep; when I told her about my projects she said that's exactly the kind of person they want.  

I still can't believe this is school! 


