Semester Reflection: “The Sock and the Shoebox”
One of the earliest and most eﬀective school projects I remember doing was in Grade 2. Our
task was to take one of our father’s socks and pull it over one of our shoes while we took a
hike through the forest behind our school. When we got back to school, we planted the socks
in shoe boxes filled with dirt, watered them, placed them by the window and waited. To our
delight, after a week or so, the first little green shoots pushed up through the soil. After 2
weeks, several diﬀerent varieties of plants appeared and by 3 weeks, the plants completely
covered the soil! It was a very simple project. No computers or electronics, the only materials
were an old sock, dirt and a shoebox. Yet I am still learning from it some 30 years later!
Clearly, my teacher did not know what, if
anything, would sprout out of our socks and
the results were out of her control. If she
were concerned with us getting
predetermined results, we could have just
planted seeds out of packages. As teachers,
its tempting to set very specific learning goals
for our students with well thought out and
tested instructions so that unexpected things
don’t happen. The trouble is, when we do
that, we are limiting the student’s experiences
and learning to our own imaginations. Which
are extremely limited. This semester I have
come to appreciate the unexpected lessons.
Those neat moments where someone learns
something important that I didn’t see coming.
I think going forward I am going to focus my
planning on creating “learning experiences”.
Longer term projects, that leave lots of room for
exploration and mistakes. A well planned
learning experience would have a very high
“Unexpected Lesson Index” (ULI), which would
measure the average probability of an unexpected
lesson occurring during the course of a project.
The ULI would be increased by adding project
components like collaboration, new technology or
financial elements... Stop! This sounds too much
setting specific learning goals and over planning
again. What if instead of focusing on raising the
ULI of specific projects or experiences, the focus
become on the whole environment.
This idea has become the heart of all the success
stories that have come out of this semester. I watched it happen over and over again this
semester, for my students and those who come in on their spares too. When a challenge,
project or assignment (the seeds in the sock analogy) is placed in the Greenhouse,
collaboration begins almost instantly and it’s not long after that someone will be going to get a
laptop, a tool or a camera to help out. It’s a beautiful thing.

The Greenhouse has become a fertile environment where all kinds of ‘seeds’ get picked up,
planted and find a place to grow. It is a safe place to wonder, test ideas, make mistakes and
learn together. This first semester in the Greenhouse was really special. We planted a whole
sock full of seeds and all sorts of weird and wonderful things came up! To my students:
Thanks for being part of it! I hope you felt like you were part of something special too. To
everyone else: Thanks for the support and opportunity to help grow something really neat,
something truly unexpected.
All the best!
Mr.Kurz

