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“Nothing personal, but…”  

Why professional practice depends upon shared Learning Principles 
Grant Wiggins & Jay McTighe 

 

A school is in business to cause and promote learning. It should therefore be a model for all 

institutions about what it means to be a learning organization. A school is not merely a place 

where students are expected to learn; it must support everyone’s learning. Schools should, 

therefore, constantly model best practice with respect to learning, expect that everyone will 

always be learning, and produce greater learner than most other kinds of organizations.   

 

When we say everyone’s learning, we mean everyone’s.  Adults as well as children must be 

expected to continually learn. What should faculty be learning about? Why, learning about 

learning, of course! For a school to be a model learning organization, faculty and staff must be 

expected to be professional learners – to learn deeply and broadly about the learning they are 

charged to cause: what works, what doesn’t? Where is student learning most successful and why, 

and how can we learn from that success? Where are students struggling to learn, why, and what 

can we do about it? That’s the essential meaning of the “professional” in “professional practice.” 

 

 Thus, the goal of improving professional practice will never be properly focused nor achieved 

unless there are sound principles about how learning works which guide all decisions, actions, 

policies and practices.   

 

Below, we offer a set of principles about how learning works, distilled from our reading of 

authoritative sources and shaped by our view that understanding is the goal of any vital 

education: 

 

 
Learning Principles 

1) A key goal of learning is fluent and flexible transfer – successful use of one’s knowledge 
and skill, on worthy tasks, in situations of importance. 



2) Engaged and sustained learning, a prerequisite for understanding, requires that learners 
see the value of their work, and feel a growing sense of efficacy when facing worthy 
challenges.  

3) Success at transfer depends upon understanding the big ideas that connect otherwise-
isolated or inert facts, skills, and experiences so that new challenges can be met and new 
experiences understood.  

4) An understanding is a learner realization about the power of an idea. Understandings 
cannot be given; they have to be engineered so that learners see for themselves the power 
of an idea for making sense of things. 

5) Learners need clear, completely transparent priorities and a practical understanding of 
how goals are to be met in terms of work products and standards of excellence.  

6) Learners require regular, timely, and user-friendly feedback in order to understand goals, 
produce quality work, and meet high standards.  

7) Understanding can only be attained by regular reflection, self-assessment, and self-
adjustment in trying to apply prior learning to new situations and tasks, via assessments 
that demand such reflection and transfer. 

8) The capacity to deeply understand depends greatly on the capacity to think things anew, 
since any insight typically requires the refining of earlier ideas. Becoming willing and 
able to rethink requires a safe and supportive environment for questioning assumptions 
and habits.   

9) Learning is enhanced when it is personalized - when the learners’ interests, preferences, 
strengths, contributions and prior knowledge are sufficiently honored. 
 

 
The necessary de-personalization of school talk 

Think of these learning principles as like the Bill of Rights: standards to keep referring to and 

returning to when we need to make key judgments about professional practice and resolve 

internal disagreements about whether a teaching practice is “professional” or not. The Principles, 

like the Bill of Rights and historical precedent, serve as criteria for safeguarding a learning-

centered mission. And like the Constitution and its Amendments, the Principles, while clear, are 

necessarily pregnant with possibilities and implications that can only be teased out by constant 

analysis of cases that come before us. Thus, for the school to be a model of professional practice, 

key decisions must logically derive from and be scrutinized against Learning Principles, with 

staff meetings and professional development agendas framed by them. 



 

The analogy with the Court is key to effective school improvement in another way: we need 

Learning Principles to better de-personalize pedagogical discussion, debate, and disputes. Why 

is such de-personalization a good thing? Because it is more professional. Too often, teachers and 

supervisors revert to their personal beliefs about teaching when there is a pedagogical 

disagreement. “Oh, he just doesn’t like my teaching style...” and “Well, I have been teaching for 

a long time, and I know that...” are frequent laments in supervisory or collegial talk – talk which 

can never be brought to any meaningful professional conclusion unless there are valid standards 

for learning.  

 

The mantra, then, must be: Nothing personal, but… e.g. “Nothing personal, but lecturing 80% of 

the time is inconsistent with the school goal of engaging learners in making meaning for 

themselves;” or “Nothing personal, but widespread use of multiple-choice departmental exams is 

out of sync with our mission to teach and assess for understanding and transfer;” or “Nothing 

personal, but only 1/3 of your students when surveyed report that they feel that their classwork is 

meaningful.”  Without explicit learning principles (and clear course goals, linked to Standards), 

there is no end to tiresome debates and disingenuous posturing about practice. In other words, 

pedagogy is only “professional” if it is defensible in terms of Mission and Learning Principles, 

no matter how common those practices have been historically. 

 

Learning about learning 

Professionals in any field are distinguished by four characteristics: (1) They act on the most 

current knowledge that defines the field; (2) They are client centered and adapt to meet the needs 

of the individuals they serve; 3) They are results-oriented; and 4) they uphold the Standards of 

the profession in their own practice and through peer review. 
 

But a great weakness of our profession is that faculty are typically not required to justify their 

methods against Learning Principles.  Indeed, in some academic settings, even raising this point 

is viewed as an assault on “academic freedom.”   As a result, many well-intentioned teachers end 

up in the grip of unexamined habits of teaching. The perpetual isolation of staff in schools only 

makes matters worse. Without regular opportunities to observe “best practice” and to receive 



helpful, non-evaluative feedback, how likely is continuous improvement on the part of staff?  

Indeed, our profession can be remarkably thin-skinned, reflected by insecurity when one’s 

methods or decisions are questioned, and a defensive resistance to feedback from students, 

parents, colleagues, and supervisors.  Some teachers end up blaming the students exclusively for 

their failure to learn, without an honest investigation of where student fault ends and teacher 

responsibility begins. Learning Principles thus serve as a vital touchstone and counterweight to 

bad habits that impede the school’s mission by helping to define “best practice” while de-

personalizing the feedback necessary to improve learning and performance. 

 

This need to vigorously and continually question what happens in the name of learning would be 

obvious to all educators if we weren’t so comfortable with our habits, hence blind to their 

shortcomings. Some teachers think nothing of “failing” a student for an entire semester or work 

because of “averaging in” one zero in a gradebook – even though such practice has no 

counterpart in the wider world and strikes at the very notion of fairness (not to mention 

“validity” and “reliability”). Some administrators don’t bat an eyelash when students’ learning 

styles are never considered in scheduling classes or designing lessons (though all educators 

demand such choice and comfort in the hiring of their own lawyers or doctors). “Hey, it worked 

for me and my kids!” or “Well, we have always done it this way.” is often the defense of many 

comfortable school customs. In a model learning organization such responses would be the 

opposite of what we would expect and demand. Rather, we would constantly ask: for whom is 

school currently not working as a place for learning? …why? … and what can we do to improve 

learning for all?  

 

Apply the principles to staff learning, too 

One way to appreciate the validity of this (perhaps unsettling) idea of principle-based practice is 

to shift perspective and ponder the professional development of staff, mindful of our Principles. 

If our Learning Principles are valid they apply not only to students in classrooms but what 

happens with staff in in-service programs. Consider just two: Instruction is most effective when it 

is personalized - when the learners’ interests, curiosity, strengths, contributions and prior 

knowledge are sufficiently honored to make the learner feel that he or she is an important part of 

something larger than themselves and The goal of all learning is fluent and flexible transfer – 



maximally effective use of one’s knowledge and skill, in varied realistic situations of importance. 

Much of what is currently done in in-service programs neither personalizes the learning nor is 

designed backward from the need of faculty to eventually transfer the learning to their 

classrooms.  

 

An honest examination of much of what passes for “in-service professional development” is 

neither professional nor development of new learning. It is merely a day-filling smorgasbord, a 

tasting of perhaps interesting “moves” teachers are free to try out or ignore. The unfortunate 

result is ironic –  instead of serving as model learning organizations, schools are often worst-case 

scenarios. Again: “Nothing personal, but most in-service experiences seem to be contrary to the 

Learning Principles, and staff criticisms have for years reflected this. How can we make changes, 

based on the Principles and staff feedback?” Indeed, if we were to agree to evaluate all 

professional development against the Learning Principles, the most painful and pointless aspects 

of professional development activities would be eradicated quite quickly – and, we argue, with 

less hurt to and resistance from the planners of in-service organizers than leaders might fear.  

 

Unthinking and unprofessional practices are thus also abetted by the failure of school leaders to 

provide staff with constant organized opportunities to learn about learning and the effects of their 

teaching as part of the job. Practically speaking, that means providing the time and the tasks 

necessary to ensure ongoing collaborative staff research and development. Truly “professional 

practice” requires a continual and in-depth investigation into what is and isn’t working locally, 

and adjustments to instruction, based on analysis and Best Practice.  

 

One might say, in sum, that “leadership” in a learning organization means Leading by being a 

model learner and Leading by demanding learning. The leadership team in a school or district 

must be seen to be professional learners as well as teachers, as individuals and as a team, 

whether their purview is budgets, buses, or books. Not because continual learning is desirable, 

but because it is essential: each new school year brings extraordinary change to the institution as 

another large group of new students (and perhaps faculty) is brought in. So, it is the job of 

leaders in the 21st Century to continually demand significant new learning, thus, to clarify which 



time-worn aspects of schooling advance universal continual learning and which unwittingly 

impede it, in reference to the Learning Principles. 

 

 Needed:  Principles owned by staff 

This idea of leading by modeling and demanding learning has an ironic consequence for our own 

Learning Principles. It would hardly do for us to recommend that you unthinkingly accept our 

Learning Principles if the message is: constantly learn about learning. So, do not accept our 

Principles as Gospel; do not demand that staff or colleagues bow down before them. On the 

contrary, in a learning organization, staff would be expected to spend considerable time learning 

about learning and arriving at common principles1. Our Principles should thus be thought of as 

provocations, a rough draft for getting started locally in developing a set of Understandings 

about Learning Principles that faculty willingly sign off on as representing their view about how 

people best learn. There will never be uniform professional practice without credible principles 

or Standards against which practice-related decisions are assessed. Credible to whom?  To staff, 

first and foremost. Since staff are going to hold themselves accountable against these Principles 

they must “own” them at a deep level, if significant reform is to occur and if schools are to truly 

become Learning Organizations. So, consider our Principles as a working paper for your staff to 

work from, a jumpstart for the challenging but invigorating task at the heart of learning about 

learning. 

 

 

                                                
1 Note:   add footnote about other sources of Learning Principles 
 


