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Have you ever walked into a school and had the sense that you are in a place where 
students and staff are flourishing? Everyone is engaged; student work is celebrated and 
nature is present within the classrooms and hallways. If so, you have likely already 
stepped into a Living School. 

We choose the term Living Schools because it invokes an image of infusing education with life 
and vibrancy. Living Schools are places where staff and students are co-learning, creating 
real-world solutions, and there is an explicit awareness that schools are interconnected with 
nature as well as with local and global communities. Central to the ethos of a Living School is the 
education vision of well-being for all- emphasizing well-being both individually and collectively, 
for all people and the 'other than human' life on our planet. It is an inclusive vision that recognizes 
that our well-being is important both now and into the future and that our well-being is 
intertwined with that of other people and the natural environment. (O'Brien, 2016, p. 9) 

The focus on well-being ensures that Living Schools support outdoor learning, social-emotional 
learning and positive education in addition to other recommendations for transforming education 
which includes; fostering creativity, innovation, entrepreneurial mindsets, and digital literacy. In 
practice, this might take the form of bringing 'new' pedagogies into the classroom. Pedagogies 
such as inquiry-based learning, place-based learning, student-centred learning, outdoor learning, 
Genius Hour, nature-based learning and so forth. In essence, Living Schools are coalescing some of 
the most exciting recommendations for education transformation. 

One of the key features of the Living School framework is that it aims to offer a comprehensive 
integration of many recommendations that are often addressed in isolation. For instance, there is 
recognition that greater attention needs to be paid to social-emotional learning, entrepreneurship 
education, positive mental health, and inclusive education but it would be an insurmountable task 
for administrators and teachers to respond to all of these independently. It has also been our 
experience that well-intended efforts to bring public education into the 21st century, or efforts to 
address pressing health and well-being concerns, consistently overlook how to do so from a 
sustainability perspective. Living Schools make an explicit connection to sustainability and 
contributing to sustainable societies. Living Schools are on the forefront of the education transition 
that Hargreaves, Shirley, Wangia, Bacon, & D'Angelo (2018) describe as the shift from the Age of 
Achievement and Effort towards the Age of Learning, Well-being and Identity. In Living Schools, 
there is purposeful attention to student, teacher and staff well-being. 



Howard, P., & O'Brien, C. (2018)Ą
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The Living Schools Classroom Planner was 
created by Thinking Rock Inc. We are 

grateful to Dawson College, Concordia University 
and the Eastern Townships School Board 
for supporting the development of the 

Living Schools Classroom Planner. 

THINKING ROCK 
transforming education 
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