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10 strategies to elevate your learning



The purpose of this guide is simple—to help you,
the educator. I share few simple strategies to
make your classroom, online course, corporate
training, or other educational experience as
effective as possible.

Each page contains an overview and description
of a concept, along with some questions to ask
yourself or examples to try while designing your
learning experience. While these specific
strategies may not be a perfect match for your
learning environment, I encourage you to use
them as a springboard to new ideas and
possibilities.

At the core of all of this is being learner centered.
It’s all about them.



DESIGN QUESTIONS

EXAMPLES

In your learning experience, your learners
are everything. It can be tempting to
focus on designing materials to make
your life easier—but that’s often the
wrong call.

Learners are already dealing with a lot:
family, social lives, possibly work, health
issues, stress, anxiety and other
situations. Don’t make their lives any
harder than you have to.

Learners don’t learn if they’re overly
anxious. Get to know your learners.
Understand what they need to be
successful, and provide it.

• What difficulties might my learners be
having outside the classroom that could
interfere with their learning?

• What can I find out about my learners
that will help me better tailor material to
them?

• Create flexible due dates for assignments
to allow learners ownership of their time.

• Ask your learners about their lives—be a
human connection, not just a fountain of
information.

1 focus on your
learners
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Creating experiences where learners
interact with each other, the material, you,
and people and organizations outside of
your learning experience helps foster the
creation of new ideas and meaning.

It can be easy to shy away from
collaboration—it sometimes rubs
uncomfortably up against our ideas of
academic integrity. But our best work is
never done in a vacuum. The lone genius is
a myth. The workspaces of the 21st century
are fundamentally social. People have
different expertise and experience to bring
to bear on difficult questions.

Use that too your advantage, and see what
ideas your learners can develop together.

• Who are my students interacting with
during their assignments? Who do they
have to share their work with?

• What does collaboration typically look
like in the subject my learners are
studying?

• Have an assignment where learners
collaborate using a tool such as a Wiki, or
Google Doc.

• Have learners reach outside their learning
environment to work with mentors or
other experts in their field.

2 interaction
fosters learning
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Just like creating the blueprints for a
home, planning the structure of your
course to make sure it’s usable is essential.
Just like you wouldn’t want the front door
of your home leading to the master
bathroom, you want to ensure your
learners encounter the materials in your
course in a logical order.

But, you still want to give them freedom
wherever possible. Ensure they have a
solid grasp of the fundamentals before
encountering more advanced concepts,
but give them room to explore those
fundamentals in the way that makes the
most sense for them.

• Is my material presented in the way that
would make the most sense to someone
unfamiliar with it?

• How do the concepts, ideas, and
principles I’m teaching build upon or
relate to one another?

• Group learning into thematic modules,
that scaffold the learner from
foundational to more advanced concepts.

• Build connections that refer to other
modules—let learners call back to what
they’ve already learned, and look forward
to what’s coming next.

3 craft essential
structure
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I’m not going to argue that learning
outcomes aren’t important—indeed, every
solidly designed course should have them.

But are they the most important thing?

Experience, they say is the best teacher, so
find a way to build your learning outcomes
around practical experience. Give learners
something to engage with, and they’ll
remember far past the point of an exam
or 5-page paper.

Consider even thinking first about what
experiences you want your learners to
have, and then building your learning
outcomes around those.

• Are there fundamental life experiences
where students will encounter what they
are learning?

• What gotme interested in this topic? Can
I adapt that enthusiasm to my students?

• Why is this material fun?

• Take learners on a field trip directly
related to your learning where they aren’t
just static observers, but interact with the
environment.

• Give learners the opportunity to explore
side-topics they are interested in, and
share those experienes with others.

4 experiences
over outcomes
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Learning happens with meaning.

If your learners don’t think what their
doing is important to them, relevant to
their lives, or have some other experience
they can connect with your classroom or
training, you’ll be fighting an uphill battle
the whole way.

So, like the practical experiences we just
talked about, find ways within the
materials or learning to relate what’s
happening within the classroom to your
learner’s lives, current events, pop culture,
family, or any other way you can thing of
to make it meaningful.

• What previous knowledge or experience
do my learners have that they could
relate to this?

• How is this relevant to other areas of my
leaners lives or education?

• Ask your learners what they are interested
in, and try to find common background.
Tailor your lessons using a baseline of
common knowledge.

• Pull a relevant current news article, and
ask your students to discuss in groups
how it relates to your field.

5 mind the
meaning
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Learning isn’t static. And neither are your
learners. New information comes to light,
new tools appear in the market, and
learners interact differently with material
than they did in the past.

So once you’ve designed a learning
experience, you’re going to eventually have
to change it. Keep that in mind with your
initial design. Plan for how you’ll adjust
things in the future.

It’s also important to remain flexible
within the context of the current
experience. Learners may have specific
needs or preferences that will help their
learning. Consider how you may be able to
adapt course materials on the fly.

• How will I adapt this learning in the future
as standards, practices, or tools change?

• Is this learning flexible enough to be
adapted to different preferences?

• Am I doing this just because “it’s the way
it’s always been done?”

• Build assignments / resources as
modularly as possible, rather than relying
on a single textbook.

• Allows students multiple modalities to
complete assignments, such as papers,
presentations, video, etc. and allow them
to choose what works for them.

6 embrace
flexibility
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We’ve all had that learning experience.
You know the one—the one where if you
have to read one more scholarly article,
your brain is going to start leaking out of
your ears.

While vision is certainly a primary sense
for most people, we know that learners
are more engaged the more senses they
are using—provided those senses are all
aligned at the same material. You would
want to have them reading and article on
migratory patters of African Swallows
while simultaneously listening to a podcast
on Arthurian legend, for example.

Find ways to engage more than one sense
at a time, and you’re learning will be that
much more effective.

• What’s one other sense I could use to
engage my learners with for this material?

• What is the downside of presenting all the
information using the ‘typical’ sense for
this field? How can I offset that?

• Record videos or podcasts of topics
outside your regular lectures.

• Have learners create a project that
invokes a less commonly used sense—for
example, a creative writing assignment
describing the smell of a rose.

7 stimulate the
senses
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When you’re the expert in a specific arena,
it’s easy to think that everything is
essential.

It’s easy to forget how hard it was to learn
what you already know.

It’s easy to forget the cognitive costs that
come with new technologies, complex
structures, jargon, and overly long
sentences.

And it’s easy to dress these things up as
rigor, when all they really do is get in the
way of authentic learning. Try to keep your
learning experiences as simple and direct
as possible—don’t overwhelm your
learners with unnecessary information.

• Am I making this learning too complex
under the guise of rigor?

• What do my learners need to know, as
opposed to what is nice to know?

• What confused me when I was first
learning this? Am I repeating those
mistakes?

• Revise your learning experiences multiple
times before they launch—each time, aim
to cut 10-15% of the material.

• If you have to use specialized terminology,
make sure it is clearly explained.

• Write in clear, active voice with crisp
sentences.

8 simplicity is
supreme



DESIGN QUESTIONS

EXAMPLES

Particularly under tight deadlines, it can
be tempting to jump into making your
learning experience, without taking the
time to really think though the
ramifications of all the snap decisions
you’re making.

It’s important to take all the other lessons
in this guide and consider how they do (or
don’t) apply to the learning experience
you’re building.

And remember, you’re not the only one
with good ideas, and you’re probably not
the only one who has ever taught the topic
you’re teaching. Talk and learn from
others. Figure out their mistakes and don’t
repeat them. Do the work up front to make
a better experience for your learners.

• When was the last time I really sat and
thought about how to present this
material, rather than just making it?

• Have I gotten feedback on my learning
from people both inside and outside my
field?

• Have a peer from a different field look at
your learning experience, and ask them
what isn’t clear, or what they don’t
understand.

• Set aside some time each day to
brainstorm ideas and iterate on them—
discard the ones that don’t work.

9 sit and
strategize
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There’s a fancy word educators use to talk
about the importance of reflection—
metacognition. Essentially, it’s getting
learners to think about their own learning,
analyze it an internalize their progress.

An essential part of long-term learning is
building these reflective elements into your
learning experiences. It’s not enough to
just quiz someone at the end of a unit—if
the learner has a chance to think about
how far the’ve come (and what they still
have left to learn—it’s much more likely
the learning will stick around for the long-
term.

• What opportunities do students have to
assess their own learning?

• How does my feedback encourage student
reflection and revision?

• Have learners complete at reflection
assignment at the end of the class, in
which they assign themselves a grade.

• Continually ask students what they are
interested in throughout the course and
make adjustments based on their
responses.

10 remember
reflection


