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Learning to Embrace Change

Change motivates and challenges. It makes clear when things are obsolete or have outlived their usefulness. But most of all, change forces us to learn differently. If the twentieth century was about creating a sense of stability to buttress against change and then trying to adapt to it, then the twenty-first century is about embracing change, not fighting it. Embracing change means looking forward to what will come next. It means viewing the future as a set of new possibilities, rather than something that forces us to adjust. It means making the most of living in a world of motion. We can no longer count on being taught or trained to handle each new change in our tools, the media, or the ways we communicate on a case-by-case basis. 

Many approaches to learning in the twentieth century did, in fact, work but largely because of the glacial rate of change that characterized the era. Memorization, one of the basic staples of education, is not a bad way to learn about things that seldom change, such as spelling, the periodic table of the elements, and dates in history. Unfortunately, however, what students memorize are things they don’t actually use very often in their day-to-day lives. 

Now consider the type of learning that has swept up an entire generation of children through J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books. Ask any young fan about one of the main characters or about the significance of the scar on Harry’s forehead, and the child will probably be able not only to answer your question but also to do so in great detail. Though it’s very unlikely that she memorized the information, she learned it nevertheless. She absorbed it, like a sponge. 

In fact, the kids reading the thousands of pages of text (the Harry Potter books, websites, wikis, blogs, and fan fiction) learned a lot about history, geography, philosophy, interpersonal communication, and basic sociology—and all without memorization. They did so by becoming part of the evolving story, which was told through seven books over the course of ten years. Each book in the series changed the narrative and managed to leave open questions about the fate, character, and role of many of the main characters right up until the end. The many possible permutations for the outcomes therefore spurred fans to create web pages, wikis, and thousands of their own stories set in Harry Potter’s fictional universe. They organized meetings and conventions and formed discussion and reading groups. They even created a new genre of music, dubbed “wizard rock,” that mimics the style of music referenced in the books. 

To most people, that doesn’t sound very much like “real” learning. What good are made-up facts absorbed from a fictional universe? Those people are missing the point. The important thing about the Harry Potter phenomenon is not so much what the kids were learning, but how they were learning. Though there was no teacher in this setting, readers engaged in deep, sustained learning from one another through their discussions and other interactions. 

Kids learned the story of Harry Potter by reading the books. They learned the meaning of Harry Potter by engaging with the material on a much deeper level. Just as important, they followed their passion. Much of the pleasure of the Harry Potter series for this generation was about experiencing the unfolding of the story with friends, both online and offline. They anticipated, were energized by, and, ultimately, looked forward to the changes that each new installment brought to the narrative. In other words, with each new book, they were learning to embrace change.
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