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“The human being is the only animal that thinks about the future.”   

-- Daniel Gilbert from his book, Stumbling on Happiness 

 

The school year has gotten off to a wonderful start.  Summer affords the time for educators to 

step back from the demands of the daily schedule and, for some, to reflectively mull over the 

nature of the teaching enterprise itself.  With that spirit in mind, here are some of my summer 

musings about teaching, learning, and preparing for the future.   I begin with the proposition, as 

stated in the above quote, that our ability to envision the future distinguishes us as a species.   

 

Our predictions for the future are based, in part, on our understanding of the past and the present.  

The technology and knowledge base at our disposal both expands and limits our vision of the 

future.  People are sometimes referred to as the product of their times.  Imagine, in our day and 

age of split-second correspondence, how very different our imaginings about communication 

must be compared to those of Americans 150 years ago.  When Abraham Lincoln was 

inaugurated in 1861, it took 7 days and 17 hours, and a concerted effort of telegraph workers and 

Pony Express riders, before his inaugural address was read in Sacramento, California.  Imagine, 

too, the experience of a different set of Americans in the 1860’s by comparing the rate of 

delivery of Lincoln’s address to that of the Emancipation Proclamation.  Although the 

Proclamation became official in January, 1863, it took two and a half years before Major General 

Gordon Granger arrived in Galveston, Texas on June 19, 1865, with the news that all slaves were 

freed (which was the origin of the Juneteenth celebration).   This chilling contrast in delivery 

time, alone, attests to how people’s view of the future can be widened or constrained by their 

times and circumstances.   

 

It is among our responsibilities as educators to help students think expansively about the future – 

whether it is about their immediate future (as in, “How can I best complete this assignment?”) or 

our planet’s future (as in, “How is global warming going to affect our world?”).  Thinking about 

the future involves understanding ourselves and others, understanding the world around us, 

understanding the tasks at hand, and understanding how to choose strategies that lead to success.  

To take effective future action, students need to plan ahead, monitor, and then evaluate how 

things are going, which calls on their ability to think about thinking.  These elements of mindful 

thought and action are easily found by conducting an internet search of the word, 

“metacognition,” which is the technical term for all of this. 

 

When we teach our students how to think about thinking, learn about learning, and think about 

the future, we are teaching them to be active learners.  We are giving them skills that will serve 

them well wherever they land in life.  Teachers, in addition to covering their content material, 

build this type of learning into their practice.  Let me cite some examples: 

 

 When students are taught that good readers gain understanding of the text by visualizing 

what they are reading, questioning it, connecting it to their prior knowledge, making 

predictions regarding what will happen next, and monitoring their own comprehension, 
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they learn comprehension strategies that essentially teach them to interact with the text.  

In other words, they are learning about learning.   

 

 When students are taught strategies to stay on track and to persist in achieving a long-

term goal, or when they come to understand that hard work (as opposed to some notion of 

in-born “smarts”) leads to success, they are learning about the nature of learning.   

 

 When students build organizational, planning, or monitoring skills – otherwise known as 

executive functioning skills – they again are learning about learning. 

 

 When teachers encourage students to make their thinking visible, they are checking for 

depth of their understanding, as opposed to their students’ ability to merely follow 

directions in a pre-set problem solving process.  In order to make thinking visible, one 

must think about thinking. 

 

 When students are required to apply knowledge in new situations, to critically analyze 

that knowledge, or to engage in a creative process using that knowledge, they are being 

called upon to employ their higher order thinking skills.  Again, students become better 

thinkers by thinking about what goes into thinking. 

 

In general, when students are taught reflective practices, the impact is powerful and lasting.  

When they gain the habit of reflective practice, they are acquiring the tools to envision their 

future and, perhaps, to positively impact the future of the world around them.  Our task as 

educators is to find developmentally appropriate ways to engage students in such practices, no 

matter how young.  Teachers know that, in due time, the future will be placed in the hands of 

their students.  When that day comes, if we have done our job well, our students will have gained 

the skills to embrace and positively shape that future for themselves and for the good of all.   

  

 

-- Paul Stein, Superintendent of Schools 


