
The process of examining models is a structured method to identify links and relationships between different 
ideas.  The goal of examining models is to try to understand the points at which the models come into tension and 
the places they do not.  From an education perspective, this process: 
• Helps students deeply understand the models they are exploring and highlight the many assumptions they may 

have about them 
• Gives students a way to find their voice by helping them clearly explain what they value about each model and 

why 
• Offers students an opportunity to see value in ideas they might otherwise reject  
• Helps students identify areas of synergy between different models 

Look at each model in turn and ask some questions: 
- What is the objective of this model?  
-  What was it created to do? 
- What are the key assumptions that underlie this model? 
- Given those assumptions, how would believing in this model affect 

your behaviour?   
- Who holds this model? 
- Under what conditions does the model work? 

- Where does it work best? 
- Where does it break down? 

Teacher-driven classroom: 
It was created to provide clear 
structure and guidance to help 
students learn content efficiently 
and effectively.  It also allows for 
clear measurement outcomes. 
Some key assumptions: 
- Students need external structure 
in order to learn properly, 
predictability leads to a feeling of 
safety (and thus a willingness to 
learn), teachers are better 
equipped than students to 
structure a lesson and a classroom 
environment. 
These assumptions hold if: 
- Students are relatively similar in 

their learning styles 
- Teachers have the right 

resources to respond to student 
needs effectively 

- Teachers can accurately predict 
student needs 

- Teachers can effectively 
communicate their 
expectations to students  

Student-driven classroom: 
It was created to empower 
students and give them more of 
a voice in their education 
Some key assumptions:  
- Students are undervalued and 
perhaps underutilized in the 
current system, higher student 
control leads to higher student 
engagement, more student 
engagement creates a more 
diverse and creative classroom. 
These assumptions hold if: 
- Students are self-motivated 

enough to participate 
- Students are comfortable 

with the ambiguity of making 
hard decisions 

- Teachers and students are 
willing to work together in 
partnership 

- The system is flexible enough 
to accommodate very 
different classroom 
environments  
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Q: What extra value do we 
gain from asking how a 
model works and where it 
breaks down? 

A: Part of this process is gaining a sharper 
understanding of the underlying 
mechanisms  that make different models 
work.  Not only is it important to ask 
ourselves what different stakeholders get 
out of each model, but it’s also important 
to ask ourselves what assumptions we’re 
making about how these factors relate to 
one-another.  How are the pieces of a 
model connected and what are the 
causal links that tie them together?  By 
exploring the relationships that make 
different models function, we can 
understand the options more deeply. 

Q: Why are we asking such 
broad questions? 

A: Integration isn’t an algorithm, it’s 
more of an art form.  There is no one set 
of questions that will get you to the 
perfect integrative solution.  In fact, 
different people will end up with 
integrations that look very different from 
each other.  By starting with broad 
questions, you give yourself permission 
to simply take a step back and notice 
what jumps out at you. You start to see 
the clues that signal new insights about 
the problem. 
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Examining the Models 

Build a teacher-led 
school (top-down) VS. 

Build a student-driven 
school (bottom up) 
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Q: Tell me more about the 
importance of reframing 
the problem. 

A: When you are looking at two high-
level options (such as buying a house 
or renting one), there are implicit 
assumptions that are tied into each 
option (a house might represent 
security or renting might represent 
freedom).  As long as the problem 
stays highly abstract, you won’t 
always realize those assumptions are 
there.  Once you have examined the 
models more thoroughly, it is easier 
to access these factors and question 
whether or not they have to be tied 
to tightly to the models.  For 
example, why does a house lead to 
security?  Can you have that kind of 
security without buying?  Are the 
times when buying actually gives you 
less security? By reframing the 
problem (“How can I get security 
wherever I live and still maintain a 
measure of freedom?”) you open up 
a world of options that otherwise 
would have stayed unexplored. 

Turn your attention to ways you might imagine bringing these two 
models together. Ask: 
- What do you love about each model? (circle it) 
- What might you want to get rid of or have less of? 
- What factors do you wish you could separate out and use from each 

model? 
- Fundamentally, what does this model give us? 

Begin to reframe the question.  Now that you have identified what you 
really care about, you can start to move away from high-level options and 
towards the concrete integration of factors you genuinely care about. 

“Instead of thinking about the problem as either having a teacher-led 
classroom or a student-led classroom – I think I can ask how I might 
blend clear assessment strategies with high student engagement.” 
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Take a step back, look at both models together and ask yourself.  
- What do you notice? 
- Does anything surprise you? 
- How are the models similar? How are they different? 
- What did you not notice before? 
The answers to these questions serve as clues to areas you might want to 
explore later.  Curiosity is a signal that you may be seeing something you 
did not see before. 

Teacher-driven classroom: 
“I didn’t expect to like anything 
about a teacher-driven model – it 
seemed so controlling.  But now,  I 
see value in giving both students 
and teachers a predictable safety 
net that helps them know how to 
succeed and a way to measure 
reliably.” 

Student-driven classroom: 
“I thought the student-driven 
model might have been chaos – 
but I can certainly see that 
creating more opportunities for 
authentic student engagement 
is very important for me.” 

Looking at both: 
“Interesting how important relationships are to both models – that 
seems to be a vital piece of any school model.” 

Student engagement Measurement + predictability 



I’m stuck. How do I know I’m done 
this stage? 

If you hear your students say…. …you can suggest: 

You’re ready to move on if you feel like you have a real appreciation for how 
these different models work – and you have compared and contrasted them.  
This means you have: 
- Taken the time to understand the underlying assumptions implicit in each model 
- You have a sense of where each works and where each breaks down 
- You’ve looked at the places they overlap and where they seem to be in conflict 
- Above all, you know what you like best about each model – what you’d like to 
keep when building something new. 

What is the point of all this, again? When we pose different solutions to problems (“work and earn money” vs. “focus 
on school”) it’s easy to think that they are totally different and don’t overlap at 
all.  By examining these models a little more closely we start to see all the 
assumptions we’ve made along the way (e.g. that working is the only way to get 
access to money).  This lets us reframe our thinking from, “I have to pick one” to 
“what do I want to keep from each option if I were going to build my own?”  After 
all, why choose something only partly good if you can build something better?  

How do I know when I’ve hit a 
useful reframe for my problem? 

You’re coming up with new ideas, so there are no answers at the back of the book 
that we can look at to make sure you’re on the right track.   
- Do you feel excited by how you’ve reframed the problem?  
- Do you feel like you’ve moved from a place of having to choose to something 
more interesting?   
- Do you find yourself brainstorming possible solutions in your head, based on the 
way you’ve reframed the problem?   
If so, that’s probably a good indication that you’re getting somewhere. 

When can I use this in the classroom? 
- When students are mechanically articulating different options, but not deeply understanding them 
- When you want students to look more closely at the underlying mechanisms that make any model work 
- When you want students to challenge their assumptions behind any model 
- When students want to generate new ideas to a problem, but feel stuck and don’t know how to begin 
- When you want students to gain an understanding of the context in which any model functions and where it might 

break down 

Politics or Civics 
Good topics to use for examining models include any 
issue or social challenge that is often portrayed as two 
polarizing sides; where students will gain insights by 
digging deeper. Examples include: 
- Liberal vs. Conservative fiscal management 
- Technology in our lives 
- Causes of global warming 
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What caused the Second World War?  What is the 
value and the limitation of an argument that claims it 
was a combination the fallout from the Treaty of 
Versailles, France and Britain’s policy of appeasement 
towards Germany, the failure of the League of Nations 
and the impact of the Great Depression?  What might 
that view be missing?   

History 

Economics 
Analyze the two statements “value comes from 
scarcity” and “value comes from usefulness”.  What are 
the underlying assumptions between each model?  
What would you use from each model if you were 
building your own definition of value? 

Science 
Under what conditions will a rock and a feather 
actually fall at the same rate?  What are the limitations 
of that model? 

Ask students to subject their thesis to these model-
testing questions in the course of preparing to write an 
essay.  This will help them add rigour to their argument 
in a concrete way and may also offer specific discussion 
points the student can use to challenge and develop 
their thesis. 

English 



Space for your ideas 


