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Abstract 
In this paper, we report our attempt to revive our 
educational life by participating in a rewilded 
graduate course, meaning one where we treated 
learning as if it was a living ecosystem which, like 
the natural world, thrives best when we meddle 
with and try to control it less, not more. A rewilded 
education is formed on the belief that when 
learning is allowed to unfold in unexpected ways 
outside of narrow, pre-set, meticulously-designed 
parameters, it becomes richer and more 
transformative. We describe how we accomplished 
this through (a) initial course preparation; (b) early 
class sessions and how they built trust among the 
students and the instructor; (c) individual formation 
activities each student engaged in; (d) joint 
experiences, usually student-led, that made up 
much of the course structure; and (e) how 
reflection and assessment took place during and at 
the conclusion of the course in the forms of class 
diaries and ungrading letters. Along with our report, 
we reflect on common questions that could be 
asked about a model such as ours, including 
whether all students are prepared for an education 
like this, and whether these mechanisms are 
appropriate or useful in other contexts.  
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Introduction 

In late 2024, the last author of this paper, a professor of instructional design and educational 
technology at Brigham Young University, sent an email to the students in his department, a 
modified excerpt of which read: 

Next semester, I’m teaching a class that will focus on one, big question sitting at the 
intersection of education and design: If we accept that one of the primary purposes of 
education is to invite or call students into a higher form of life, what can we do to become 
the kinds of educators who are prepared to extend the call? Applying what we usually 
call “design thinking” to this kind of issue tends to give us a product that looks right but 
feels wrong. We just can’t engineer the existentially meaningful experiences that are 
needed to call either ourselves or our students into becoming as fully human as we can 
be. Thus, in this class, we’ll consider what it means to participate in educationally 
valuable experiences that none of us could have predicted in advance. 

Eight students (the other authors of this paper) responded by signing up to participate in the 
semester-long class from January-April 2025. There was no single motive for why the students 
joined. Some were looking for alternatives to the regimentation they had found in their prior 
studies. Some were just curious. Others were drawn to the big question at the class’s center. 
While all had some sort of expectation or anticipation of how the class might go, none were fully 
prepared for what occurred. The students found themselves at the center of an experiment, but 
not one in which they were merely subjects. Instead, they were co-investigators asking 
questions like these: In our technological world of standardization, modularization, 
mechanization, and optimization, is it possible to revive education, rediscovering it in its wild and 
enchanted forms? Is it possible to question dogmatic ideas within the field of learning and 
instructional design/technology (LIDT), such as the assertion that “teaching is always an act of 
design” (Henriksen, 2020, p. 294)? Can we move into uncertainty, leaving behind the desire to 
be the ones who are the masters of change, the ones who can bend any educational scenario 
to our wills? If these questions are worth investigating, what implications does that carry for 
LIDT—a field seemingly wedded to processes of instructional design and educational 
technology that presume we can control educational outcomes? 

While this article cannot comprehensively encompass everything that happened in the course, it 
can serve as an example of what it could mean to pursue education in its wild habitat, where 
mystery is allowed to live alongside any expectations we bring. In the fields of ecology and 
conservation, the term rewilding refers to the practice of revitalizing native ecosystems by taking 
a step back, letting natural organisms and processes establish or reestablish themselves 
outside the parameters of human control (Perino et al., 2019). It is a form of intervention that is 
really more of an anti-intervention. Similarly, the term rewilding as applied to education means 
taking a step back, treating the processes and phenomena of learning as if they were a living 
ecosystem which, like the natural world, thrives best when we meddle with and try to control it 
less, not more (Costello, 2024). A rewilded education is formed on the belief that when learning 
is allowed to unfold in unexpected ways outside of narrow, pre-set, meticulously designed 
parameters, it becomes richer and more transformative. This transformation is exactly what we 
each, in our own ways, discovered through our experiences as participants and co-creators of 
the course.  
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The concepts we grappled with in the course, and that we discuss in this article, are crucial 
when considering grand challenges in education. Not only is improving education—one of the 
United Nations Sustainable Development goals—itself a grand challenge, but education “is the 
key that will allow many other Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to be achieved” (United 
Nations, n.d.). An education capable of meeting this broad vision must go beyond merely 
preparing students for their place in a productive society, as important as that outcome may be. 
As Biesta (2020) stated, education must, at its core, address “how I exist as the subject of my 
own life, not as the object of what other people want from me” (p. 93). In other words, learning 
and its outcomes must become personal. This differs from how learning is typically defined and 
carried out in LIDT, where we predefine a broadly applicable set of learning outcomes, design 
and implement a set of activities aligned with those outcomes, and finally ensure through 
various practices of assessment that students have sufficiently achieved all pre-set outcomes 
(McDonald, 2021; McDonald & Costa, 2025). Such instructional practices have a place in the 
overall constellation of education, but they can also strip the life out of learning if we are not 
careful. 

Many theorists, programs, and practitioners before us have explored how to handle learning in 
ways that enrich and empower students in lifegiving ways. Some of these have focused on 
children: Ella Flatau’s forest kindergartens, popular in countries throughout Europe and North 
America, rewild education quite literally, sending students and teachers out into the elements to 
engage in open-ended, play-based learning and child-led activities (Michek et al., 2015). At the 
other end of the educational system, some universities have also broken with traditional learning 
methods and philosophies: At St. John’s College, which centers its entire pedagogy on the 
Great Books Program (Franks, 2016; Mitzman, 1979), learning takes the form of open, student-
centered discussions on intensive readings; professors are referred to as tutors to emphasize 
their decentralized role in the learning process (Grant & Riesman, 1974). Traditional measures 
of successful educational attainment, such as grades, are deemphasized as St. John’s “tries to 
minimize the pernicious effect that the publication of grades can have on a community of 
learning” (St. John's College, n.d.). Other schools, such as Reed College, embrace and 
experiment with similar models characterized by small, intensive seminar-style classes where 
student-driven conferences replace traditional lectures and independent inquiry is valued over 
pre-set educational outcomes (Reed College, 2023). 

Grant Franks, a St. John’s College tutor, who himself graduated from the institution in 1977, 
asserted that the college’s unique educational model is “not really an experiment but a protest 
against the fragmentation of undergraduate education, as well as an essay in showing an 
alternative form of teaching that introduces students to existing traditions while maintaining 
freedom of thought and inquiry” (Franks, 2016, p. 2; emphasis in original). This statement could 
also serve as a thesis for what we were trying to do in our course, as well as what we are trying 
to accomplish with this article. In our course, we specifically drew upon Ingold’s (2017) 
Anthropology and/as Education; Ingold, in turn, drew upon the writings and theories of John 
Dewey. Both Dewey and Ingold argued that education should primarily be a living thing rather 
than a simple set of transmitted artifacts which, according to Dewey, “easily becomes remote 
and dead—abstract and bookish, to use ordinary words of depreciation” (Dewey, 2018, p. 11). 
In Ingold’s (2017) terms, the type of education worth aiming for “is not a ‘stilling in’ but a ‘leading 
out,’ which opens paths of intellectual growth and discovery without predetermined outcomes or 
fixed end-points” (p. ix). In other words, if we want education to be an “enlarging and improving 
experience” (Dewey, 2018, p. 9), rather than a narrowing and constricting one, educators must 
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be willing to embrace, rather than remedy, uncertainty—both within their class structures and 
designs and within the minds of the students seeking learning. Only then does education draw 
us into connection with other people and the world around us.  

How is all of this accomplished? As mentioned above, our experiences in the field of 
instructional design have suggested that truly transformative education cannot be captured in a 
bottle. Attempts to craft transformative experiences for students so often fall flat because 
transformation, by its very nature, requires relinquishing rather than maintaining control. To 
foster transformative, expansive education, we must instead create a wild space, beyond the 
strict control of a teacher or clearly structured course outcomes. As philosopher Martin Buber 
(1965) put it, rules or processes—on which so much of instructional design depends—tends to 
mean that “what is untypical in the particular situation remains unnoticed and unanswered” (p. 
113). If we desire to discover something new, or something previously unnoticed or unanswered 
about ourselves or the world around us—what education is at its essential core—we must be 
willing to move away from trusted educational recipes, strategies, best practices, and other 
predetermined indicators of quality toward a kind of educational design that “cannot be prepared 
beforehand” (p. 113). 

An Anti-Design Case 

Our intention in this article is not to offer a concrete set of prescriptions or guidelines for how 
others can design a “wild” educational experience like ours. Indeed, doing so would violate 
much of what we learned through participating in the course. Instead, we offer this report of our 
experiences as a design case of sorts, sketching an example of what education might look like 
when we start from the position that conventional—or even many innovative—approaches to 
LIDT provide us solutions that are too sterile. Our vision of education is based on the idea that 
when attempting to foster a transformative educational experience, instructors should focus less 
on having a clear endpoint and more on bringing a compelling offering to the table—a beginning 
point, in other words (McDonald, 2021), intended for students to pick up and run with in their 
own, distinct ways. 

Yet because of our conviction that education cannot be fully planned and must be emergent for 
each distinct student and group of students that are assembled, we also call this paper a case 
of anti-design. We do this to emphasize that the essence of what we are presenting draws on 
other traditions of creating and making beyond those provided by design—a proposition which 
we have found can be difficult for designers to imagine. Design, of course, is the process of 
intentional change born from processes of imagining, making, and so forth (Nelson & 
Stolterman, 2012). It is not the only way of nurturing change, nor indeed is it the most potent 
one when it comes to human-centered practices like education (McDonald, 2023). Change also 
occurs through practices like farming, shepherding, counseling, nurturing, and the like, whereas 
a designer’s attempts to intervene might actually inhibit the natural processes of growth or 
change (for good treatments of the differences between these practices and design as 
commonly understood, see Arendt, 1998; Dunne, 1997; and Rojcewicz, 2006). Thus, while we 
could describe our course as a product of design for the mundane reason that we made choices 
to do this rather than that as we prepared for and carried out the course, we also note that this 
relatively generic definition is not what the literature defines as design, and that the practices we 
attempted to embody throughout our semester differed from the design literature’s more formal 
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prescriptions. A full description of our experiences must encompass broader views of change 
than those offered by design alone. 

Similarly, our purpose in presenting our course experiences is not to necessarily recommend 
that readers transfer any of our practices into their circumstances. We fully acknowledge that for 
some teachers or students, our particular course structure and procedure would be extremely 
inappropriate. Our hope is that our report can help readers envision what it would mean for 
them to adopt a similar rewilding ethos in their own subjects, with their own students, in classes 
of various sizes, and so on. An essential part of what we hope to communicate is that we as 
educators should embrace what each distinct moment demands; while precedent examples can 
inspire, they cannot provide a recipe for following what, by definition, cannot be planned or 
anticipated. 

The structure of our case is as follows: we first review the preparation that the instructor, Jason, 
put into the course before the semester began. Second, we describe the initial class sessions 
and how they built trust among the students and the instructor—a crucial step for the 
experiences that followed. Third, we describe the individual formation activities each student 
engaged in and how those contributed to their course experiences. Fourth, we describe joint 
experiences, usually student-led, that made up much of the course structure. Finally, we outline 
how reflection and assessment took place during and at the conclusion of the course, in the 
forms of class diaries and ungrading letters. Although these elements will be discussed in a 
mostly chronological order, the reality is that we experienced the course both chronologically, 
and, as the semester progressed, recursively as we returned to experiences or ideas from an 
earlier point and discovered new ways of experiencing them. All of this influenced the course’s 
tone and shape.  

Course Planning and Preparation (The Instructor Perspective) 

While I (Jason) hope that the preceding descriptions of what we intended for the course provide 
an inspiring and compelling theory of what education can be, the demands of actually putting 
this kind of course together—even with the enthusiasm I felt about the possibility—created more 
challenges than I anticipated. It was not the visible work that caused the most difficulty, 
however, even though that did require effort beyond typical course preparations. Some of the 
extra work was a matter of finessing various administrative structures, like finding a course 
section to commandeer for the experiment and making a compelling case to my department 
chair. Confidence was key here, as was drawing upon what evidence I had that the course 
should be taught—this, in truth, ended up being essentially a collection of informal comments 
past students had made about their interest in exploring the boundaries of education as part of 
their graduate studies. However, presenting the course as a true experiment, and connecting 
the experiment to LIDT’s tradition of embracing the uncertainty that accompanies educational 
change, made the justification smoother than might be experienced in many other departments, 
especially those in fields without a history of educational experimentation. 

The most challenging burden turned out to be the invisible, emotional efforts involved in 
preparing the course—something I found quite unexpected. I had presented an air of confidence 
to my colleagues and my students—quite forcefully so, as suggested by the tone of my 
recruiting email above. Then, once the course was approved, I experienced a sense, for lack of 
a better phrase, of “it’s time to put your money where your mouth is.” I found that it was much 
easier to talk about the course conceptually than it was to consider the course’s real day-to-day 



Reviving Our Educational Life: An Anti-Design Case of an Alternative to Traditional Course Design  

 
 

 6 Open/Technology in Education, Society, and Scholarship Association Journal: 2026, Vol. 5(2) 1-16  
 

 

and week-to-week mechanics. What should the syllabus look like, for example? What would we 
do on the first day? Negotiating these questions required me to slowly and carefully clarify for 
myself what I meant when I told students that the course would help them develop their 
individual, distinct potentials. It could not mean that I, as the instructor, would remain fully 
“hands-off,” never expressing my own opinion or offering something I thought would challenge 
or stretch the students. Nor could it mean that we would approach the course with no planning 
at all, starting each class period with the completely open question, “What do we want to do 
today?” Being able to articulate these thoughts to myself proved crucial to imagining a real 
alternative to a false dichotomy: that I had to either plan the course based on rigid outcomes or 
leave everything up to chance. 

The alternative I settled on was to begin the course with more structure and then gradually taper 
off as the semester progressed, giving the students more and more room to take full 
responsibility for what we did and how they experienced the course (as the course progressed, 
this often took the form of students, in pairs, creating learning opportunities and activities for 
their fellow students). I also set up a handful of open-ended, reflective activities which ran the 
length of the semester, including individual formation exercises and class diaries (discussed in 
detail below) and an invitation to each student to choose a long, complex book on some kind of 
theory to read and wrestle with during the semester. In our initial class meetings, I tried to set up 
activities and discussion questions that would serve as a starting point, something the students 
could use to gain traction as they jumped off in unexpected directions. We wrestled together 
with the same issues I had been asking during my course preparation. For instance, we 
discussed the practical distinction between education as the nurturing of individual potentials 
and education as the accomplishment of known outcomes, and then we thought deeply about 
what this distinction might mean for us personally. Crucially, I had to consider my own 
understanding, or, in truth, lack of understanding, in this early work; the students were not the 
only ones who had to break out of their customary patterns.  

Details of some of our discussions can be found in what follows; here, I note that in addition to 
the educational experience our discussions provided, the discussions also served as a practical, 
concrete case of what might be called a human-centered student analysis. By this, I mean that 
in contrast to any customary learner analysis I might have conducted (“Our typical student 
population includes this many doctoral students, this many international students, and so on”), 
the first weeks of class were based on the students revealing important things about themselves 
in context of the subject matter. Coming to understand the students I was teaching in this class, 
in this semester, in this context, as they opened up in vulnerable ways, taught me much more 
about their educational needs than had any traditional learner analysis I had previously 
conducted. 

Early Classes and Building Trust (Beginning the Student Experience) 

After the introductory period (in which most course activities were planned by Jason), the 
remaining class sessions, activities, and assignments were initially left blank; we (here we 
transition to the voice of the students enrolled in the class) went into the course with very little 
plan for what we would do or how we would spend our time, and no plan for what, exactly, we 
would get out of the experience, other than that we knew we wanted to experience learning in a 
new way. As participants, we found this setup enticing, but we also felt, intrinsically, that it was 
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risky and a bit precarious. If we showed up passively to the course, as students so often do, 
ready only to let whatever had been planned for us wash over us, we would literally get nowhere 
because so little had been planned. The situation “demand[ed] presence, responsibility” from us 
students in a way very few courses do (Buber, 1965, p. 113). We had to agentively become co-
creators of course experiences, take on risks, and consider deeply how we might facilitate 
learning opportunities for our fellow students. Through all of this, we knew we could not 
guarantee that any of our plans or hopes for ourselves or our fellow students would land. We 
could only relinquish control and be open to whatever might transpire. We, therefore, arrived at 
our first day of class with a great deal of excitement but little idea of what to expect.  

What was clear, however, was that building trust in each other would be crucial to our 
experiencing something outside of the norm. We recognized this from the first week of class, 
when we were all asked to bring an object or photo to class that would tell others something 
personal and vulnerable about ourselves. The experience of sharing these things with our 
classmates was meaningful and left us feeling hopeful for what our semester together would 
bring, but it did not put all of our anxieties at ease. Some of us wondered if the class would 
devolve into mayhem. Letting go of our preconceived ideas about what higher education should 
look like ended up being more challenging than we thought it would be. We all knew we could 
have dropped the class and taken a more straightforward or conventional class. In particular, 
Susannah, participating in the class from a distance on Zoom, noted that she could have 
instead opted for a fully remote, asynchronous elective that would have been easier and far 
more flexible. Instead, she chose to stay because she wanted a challenge—an experience that 
would allow her to stretch herself into new territory. 

As we engaged in the various discussions and activities Jason had set up for our initial class 
meetings, our growing trust led our experiences and reflections to become more personal. We 
found ourselves experiencing a vulnerability as we shared what we were personally drawing 
from our readings and experiences. For example, Christian described an extremely personal 
experience that came from one of our class activities: 

We studied the Old Testament text of Abraham and Isaac through the process of pairing 
up to study religious text. This familiar story opened in ways it never has before. As I 
engaged in the reading with my studying partner, I started placing myself in the shoes of 
Abraham and Sarah. I felt the pain of decades of infertility especially because I had my 
own challenges with having children. How would my marriage have handled what 
Abraham almost did to Isaac, the son for whom he and Sarah had waited for decades? 
How could I have made the journey Abraham made? How could I have looked my son in 
the eye? How would I have ever regained Isaac’s trust? This shared anguish meant I was 
not just reading, but experiencing the text. I had never done that before. 

Like Christian, we each experienced moments in those early class periods where we formed an 
unexpected connection, came to a new realization, or found ourselves transformed in some 
way. These experiences gave us increased confidence to continue on in the course and step 
into a larger role in its unfolding. 

Formation Activities 

At the beginning of the course, Jason asked each of us to consider our own interests, 
background experiences, and trajectories as we pondered on how we might want to proceed in 
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the course. In particular, he invited us to think about what we felt “called to learn” and then to 
incorporate these things into parts of our lives. He also invited us to rewild our lives by seeking 
out opportunities to try new and uncomfortable things. We called these efforts formation 
exercises; a portion of Jason’s “instructions” read: 

The work of formation requires work. We need to regularly stretch ourselves into places 
where we're uncomfortable, even to the point of realizing our growth is beyond our 
capacities alone. Each week I'd like you to engage in at least two formation exercises that 
provide some kind of stretching. I'm happy to consult with you on your choices if you'd like. 
Record your experiences in your class diary. You can repeat the same experiences each 
week or go for variety. Whatever you think will help you most. 

Students chose activities as varied as writing by hand rather than typing, taking a social media 
break, having difficult conversations with people who held different opinions from their own, 
cultivating meditation practices, taking a hypnobirthing course, and waking up early every day. 
Our experiences with these formation exercises were as varied as the exercises themselves. 
We found that the line between things we were doing for class and things we were doing for our 
own personal growth became fuzzy, reiterating the idea that an expansive education should 
help us sink deeper into our real lives, not artificially pull us away from them (Dewey, 2018).  

The formation exercises gave a meaningful framework to students’ experiences of living, both in 
and out of class. For example, in his end-of-semester report on formation activities, Christian 
outlined various difficulties life had brought his way during the semester, including individual and 
family medical and mental health challenges and recovering from surgery. Choosing to view 
these difficulties as formation exercises became a way for Christian to take a more empowered 
role in his struggles; rather than simply being things that happened to him, his struggles became 
opportunities for him to open himself to new perspectives and possibilities. Other students, too, 
reported that their formation exercises led them to experience more intentionality and 
empowerment in their lives. 

Group Experiences 

As we wrapped up our first few class sessions, we entered a new phase of the course where we 
were invited to fully inhabit our role as co-creators of the course. The eight students were 
divided into four pairs, and each pair was given the task of planning two activities for the rest of 
the class to participate in. The only guidance we were given was to create something we found 
inspiring to ourselves, then to somehow invite others to join us in the experience. 

For many of us, the process of narrowing the scope of our activities proved daunting. The act of 
deliberation and collaboration in developing these shared activities became a formative aspect 
of our educational journey. For example, when two of us, Lily and Rachel, met after class to 
brainstorm areas of interest, our initial focus gravitated toward food and social discourse, since 
food tends to bring people together as a sort of gathering. We also wanted to include an 
emphasis on the university as a site of inquiry, and maybe even as a food locale. We generated 
and refined some ideas over the course of two weeks, trying to further narrow our focus, 
ultimately centering on the food culture of our university. This led us to explore special 
collections for archival materials such as photographs, documents, and menus, with the 
intention of reconstructing historical, university-specific food practices. However, as we engaged 
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more deeply with the material and reflected on our objectives, our focus shifted yet again. The 
original emphasis on food was set aside in favor of a broader exploration of social interaction 
and the social culture specific to our university context, and we sought out new texts to support 
this focus. The evolution in our focus underscores the generative and adaptive nature of our 
learning, where our initial ideas were reshaped by ongoing dialogue and reflection. The 
experience felt like discovering where our activity wanted to lead us, instead of us choosing a 
topic and shaping something that would reflect it. 

At times, finding inspiration for our activities was challenging and even discouraging. Still, by 
pushing through, we found ourselves being enriched in unexpected ways. Christian described 
one such experience as follows: 

For Toni and I, deciding what topic to cover meant finding a common interest to have the 
class explore. As we engaged in the process of discovery to find common ground, we 
discovered a couple of joint interests including an enthusiasm for the role nature can play 
in a learning experience. After discussing several potential learning opportunities, we 
decided to plan a tree tour around campus. While we both loved nature, I (Christian) was 
less excited about a tree tour because to me it meant learning how to classify trees rather 
than doing something adventurous in nature. We decided I would take the lead on 
arranging the tree tour. I had to decide if I would choose to do the bare minimum to 
complete the project or fully engage and explore what I could learn from trees. I chose to 
fully engage in the process of learning about trees. I watched documentaries on trees, 
downloaded and used the university’s tree app, talked with tree experts, and taught a 
lesson on the various ways in which trees relate to faith and the human experience. While 
I was not enthusiastic about a tree tour, I learned valuable connections between trees and 
the human experience and found fulfillment in the learning process. 

Several of our class activities occurred on campus but outside the classroom (the university’s 
art museum, the library’s special collections, the student union building, and the quad) while 
others were held off campus (at a private art gallery and in a student’s home). A great deal of 
learning and meaning making occurred in the development of these activities, even before the 
rest of the class had the opportunity to participate. Additionally, students had to be thoughtful 
about the activities they planned in order to include those who could not participate in person. 
Susannah’s experience illustrates both the challenges and possibilities of designing for inclusion 
across distance and reveals how distance shaped the potential for connection:  

One of the class activities Hayley and I designed was a visit to The Compass, a local art 
gallery that describes itself as “your home for expansive inter-spiritual art and 
conversations.” While my classmates visited the gallery space, taking in the artworks in 
person, I was participating from California. My visit, by necessity, was digital. 

I missed the feeling of connecting with my classmates face to face, and I was also missing 
the feeling of connecting with art in person, the humanity of an art experience. I felt the 
gap keenly, but that changed when we discussed what resonated with us. In one instance, 
I had connected with a particular artwork as I viewed it digitally, but I could not articulate 
why. Then, Toni shared how she saw herself reflected in it, and there were aspects of her 
vulnerability that I could relate to. I felt closer not only to the artwork, but also to Toni and 
my other classmates. As we opened ourselves through discussion, I saw more through 
the eyes of others than through my own screen. 
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Our activities provided us an opportunity to discuss and reflect on our shared experiences, and 
thereby collectively expand our perspectives. In this way, the collaborative activities 
transcended the limitations of physical presence. On the other hand, physical experiences 
played a key role in helping us connect with each other, as illustrated in Berenice’s account of 
one student-led learning activity: 

On a sunny Saturday afternoon at Katie’s house, our classmates gathered for a heritage 
potluck. As each new dish was brought forward, the contributor shared a story about it, 
weaving family memories into the room. Lasagna, focaccia bread, polenta, soup—each 
with a loving relationship enfolded in the ingredients. That table was unexpectedly and 
beautifully filled with parts of ourselves, parts that we don’t usually share in a classroom, 
parts that only come up when the moment is right, when the company is receptive, when 
we find ourselves naturally opening our hearts to new friends. I felt honored to be sitting at 
that table on Saturday, witnessing my friends’ personal stories—stories that, at least in 
part, have made them who they are, stories that they carry with them, usually without 
anyone else noticing. That table felt sacred, not necessarily because of the structure we 
provided but because of every personal contribution that neither Katie nor I could have 
planned. 

Experiences like these serve as examples of the power of remaining open to unanticipated 
educational experiences. Of course, the class did not always flow seamlessly, and not every 
activity or experience was transformative for every student. Students found themselves 
struggling against competing priorities—some showed up to class unprepared, not having 
followed through on what they had been asked to do before the day’s activity. One student, 
Katie, found that her efforts to participate fully in the course sometimes took a backseat to other 
commitments, especially high-stakes assignments with clear due dates in other classes. 
Reflecting on this, Katie wrote: 

Procrastination is something I’ve always struggled with, especially when it comes to 
things… that take a lot of time and investment but come with squishy stakes and delayed 
due dates. This is one negative effect the school system has had on me, and it’s 
something I’ve been working on but still have a ways to go on improving in myself—I’d like 
to get better at being driven by internal motivation rather than by external stakes like due 
dates. 

Still, even when we found our efforts and experiences to be imperfect, we tried to persevere. As 
we became more responsible for what we brought to the table, the most impactful results took 
place. By opening up the curriculum to the proposed experiences of class members, we created 
authentic connections between each other and the texts from which we pulled meaning. Each 
experience built upon the previous ones, adding to both shared and individual insights. Even 
when separated by distance, we found that genuine, spontaneous engagement (underpinned by 
the careful, collaborative planning of each student pair) reminded us that education is not just a 
process of knowledge transmission; in many ways, education is a spontaneous process of co-
creation.  
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Assessment and Reflection—Class Diaries and Ungrading Letters 

In the course, we made the deliberate decision to move away from formal methods of 
assessment and to reflect on rather than measure our learning. This reflection took two primary 
forms: class diaries (a method we used throughout the semester to reflect and process our 
experiences on a regular basis) and ungrading letters (a final reflective exercise we engaged in 
at the very end of the course).  

Our diary entries tracked the small but meaningful pivots we each made as we co-created and 
participated in the course. They became a way for us to grapple with our thoughts, ideas, and 
experiences, as well as become more conscious of the ways we were learning and how we 
were transforming. They also became learning experiences in themselves because they gave 
us space to dig deeper, drawing out our thoughts, and bringing us to new insights. For example, 
Rachel wrote about a small shift she experienced while participating in the above-mentioned 
tree tour:  

I’ve long had a desire to better know the land around me—the birds, flowers, trees—but I 
haven’t taken the time to learn. When we lived in England, I was impressed that most 
people were well-acquainted with the local flora and fauna. Could that partly be attributed 
to the fact that nobody has moved to a new location in the past thousand years? I, on the 
other hand, have lived in a half dozen different climates—it’s hard to keep up. Anyway, I 
think I’ll be in the Mountain West for the rest of my days (fingers crossed), so I should 
buckle down and study—maybe even take a class? 

Through the process of not just experiencing but also writing about the tree tour, Rachel 
engaged in deeper contemplation, becoming more curious about the wonder around her. 

While we did submit our diary entries to Jason, he gave us the option to redact any parts of the 
writing that felt too personal to share with an audience. This allowed us to move out of the 
performativity that often characterizes classwork in other settings—we weren’t writing for a 
grade, or even for an audience, but just for ourselves. Because of this, our diary entries were 
sometimes raw; they reflected our failures and successes, our hopes and doubts, including 
about the course itself. For example, Christian wrote the following in an early journal entry: 

The whole idea of this class is to break free from the structure researchers and instructors 
have built over the years. Part of me celebrates this because I like the idea of exploring 
big questions and diving into unexplored water. At the same time, I wonder if we are just 
going to try and reinvent the wheel which will bring us right back to where we are 
currently. Have people who developed the models we have not peeled back the layers of 
tradition and asked big questions? Is asking big questions not what brought us to where 
we are? Or has that process made us too systematized? I guess we will see. 

As students, we appreciated the opportunity to take seriously Jason’s invitation to engage with 
big questions — even ones that brought the course itself into question. Our diaries provided us 
space to grapple with such difficult ideas freely.  

Like the class diaries, our ungrading letters also gave us an opportunity to talk about our ideas, 
learning, and experiences, but this time from the perspective of looking back on the whole 
semester. The instructions, written by Jason, were as follows: 
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Throughout the semester you should have kept a record of what you were trying to 
accomplish. Now, you'll write me a letter where you report those accomplishments along 
with evidence for each. At the conclusion you'll assess your work and recommend your 
grade. Evidence can take many forms--the feedback I gave you throughout the course, 
how you attempted to improve future work based on feedback, changes you made in your 
approach to education on what you learned in this class, how what you've learned here 
affected what you did in other classes, etc. You can even go to the extent of questioning 
me and my criteria, presenting evidence that your pursuit of personally important goals 
was more important to your education than anything I was attempting to offer. 

Unlike the diary entries, which were deeply personal and wholly reflective, the ungrading letter 
was meant as a form of engagement with a specific audience (Jason). While the course was not 
designed to funnel students toward narrow, predetermined outcomes, we do acknowledge that 
outcomes were reached. These outcomes took many forms and looked entirely different for 
each student; the process of exploring and articulating them—in vulnerable ways—served as a 
way for us to see more clearly where we ended up and who we became, individually and as a 
community, at the end of the course. 

After reading these letters, Jason wrote the class:  

I was touched by everyone’s ungrading letters. You wrote to me about your wrestles with 
perfectionism, identity development, self-understanding, etc. Your own efforts to identify 
your grade provided a better experience than anything I could have done by determining a 
grade myself. 

From our point of view as students, our experience composing our letters prompted reflection 
both deep and critical, not only about the course and the semester but also about personal 
expectations and how the experience fit into our changing beliefs about learning. Berenice, in 
her ungrading letter, wrote,  

Even though I tried to give myself fully to a valuable educational experience, I don’t know 
that I can ever give myself fully to one thing, as worthy a cause it may be, when I still need 
to pay attention to other things.  

Katie wrote, “I feel inspired by this course to keep giving myself permission to focus on things 
that really matter to me in my life.” Lily commented on the ongoing nature of her learning in the 
course when she wrote the following: 

No longer is education something that requires a well-defined destination ahead of time. 
Now, I understand that education is a way of being, becoming, and living that involves the 
whole soul and that is always in progress. It truly is a journey, a pilgrimage that has a 
foggy version of where the end is, but one to which I am striving and reaching towards. 

Lily’s words reflect something of what many of us felt as we wrapped up the course: though the 
class itself came to an end, our learning did not. We left the class still deep in the process of 
grappling with the great questions we set out to explore. 
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Discussion and Concluding Thoughts 

We now return to the place from which we began. Our aim in this course was to understand 
what might happen when we followed education where it wanted to lead, not what happened 
when we attempted to pigeonhole it into a preconceived outcome. Our reflections on the 
semester lead us to now consider the broader implications of moving beyond the limits of 
conventional education practices. Too often, we as educators try too hard to impose our visions 
onto others, forcibly altering the relationships between ourselves, our students, and the world. In 
the process, we risk becoming faceless movers of things and ideas, caught up in agendas that 
shift with the fashions of the moment. Even good intentions falter when they are shaped by 
structures that privilege control over reciprocity and encounter. 

What we experienced in our course is one reimagining of how educational outcomes might be 
pursued. We watched learning grow organically from meaningful engagement with our peers, 
ourselves, and the world around us. In the process, we arrived at some expected outcomes: 
deeper understanding of alternative ways of learning, transformative personal experiences, and 
some answers—however incomplete—to the big questions we sought to pursue. We also 
arrived at many unexpected outcomes, as unique and expansive as the students themselves. 
Our experience was less about the teacher remaking us and more about our own becoming, 
both as individuals and as a community. This entangled process demanded a more holistic 
vision of education, one where the becoming is created dialogically and dialectically between 
students, teachers, and the world. 

Some may wonder what might happen to students, who are not ready for or open to this type of 
education. To this, we would respond by saying that there are currently students, who are not 
ready for traditional education as it exists, and yet we continue to view it as the standard. We 
also note that what we are proposing is not about compelling students into an unstructured 
experience any more than it is about compelling them into an overly regimented experience. If 
education should cultivate the distinctive strengths of each student, then teachers should be 
attentive to where each student is in their particular growth journey and to whether open-
endedness as we describe it here would help or hinder their development. This is the essence 
of the course we describe here: it was an experience in which both professor and students 
sought to draw out the best in one another, attending carefully to diverse personalities, 
preferences, and tendencies. The unstructured experience was just the surface, not the core, 
that defined us. While these eight students were (largely) prepared for an unstructured 
experience, we recognize this does not mean every other student is. It is the responsibility of 
each educator to discern how the unique potentials of their students might be most fully realized 
within the particularities of their own classrooms. This endeavor can take countless forms, 
shaped by variables such as group size, individual and collective characteristics, and 
institutional or cultural context. 

Furthermore, we emphasize that the purpose of this class experiment was not to generate 
prescriptive recommendations or define best practices for replicating such a course. 
Approaches to rewilding education will vary depending on each unique group of students, yet 
the central questions remain consistent: How might we invite learners into higher forms of being 
and living? In what ways can a course help actualize the specific capacities of a particular group 
of students? What latent potentials do these students carry, and how might teaching consist in 
drawing out those potencies rather than in transmitting predefined competencies or outcomes? 
In this, we are not saying that we should stop teaching subject matter. Rather, we are saying 
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that we should approach every subject with these questions in mind, always being willing to 
pivot when our old methods have ceased to bring out the best in students.  

While, in one sense, the approach we described throughout this paper lends itself to a type of 
educational uncertainty, what we are interested in is more akin to openness than to uncertainty. 
It requires students and educators to remain open to the world and the people around them and 
to adapt and make meaning in collaboration with these other actors. What we propose here is 
an ongoing collaboration where the role of students becomes central to the development of 
learning experiences and environments; students become legitimate co-creators who respond 
to uncertainty, difficulties, and challenges with openness, recognizing that this mode of learning 
is closer to real life than highly structured, inflexible traditional courses. This mode of learning 
allows for the spontaneous and unexpected to emerge. 

Our course experiment shows that education need not be confined to the narrow logics of 
efficiency, pre-specified outcomes, or rigid instructional design. By resisting the impulse to 
commodify students and learning experiences, the class created space for encounters that were 
not predetermined, but emergent and deeply personal. The result was not a perfectly designed 
curriculum but an evolving set of practices—storytelling, rewilding activities, student-led 
experiences, reflective writing—that invited both students and teacher into processes of mutual 
transformation. The significance of this experiment lies less in offering replicable techniques and 
more in illustrating what becomes possible when control is relinquished and education is 
approached as co-creation. What emerged were subtle but profound shifts: students learned to 
see the world differently, to take the risk of becoming vulnerable, and to recognize new 
potentials in themselves and in the world. These shifts were not imposed but invited, not 
engineered but cultivated through openness and trust. 

For the field of LIDT, this work suggests that truly transformative education may require 
reframing: from educational design as the imposition of forms onto learners toward the creation 
of conditions where unforeseen possibilities can surface. Rather than seeking universal best 
practices, educators might instead seek to discern, within their own disciplines and specific 
contexts, how to nurture unique and valuable entanglements between students, teachers, and 
world. Ultimately, the course points toward a vision of education as wild, relational, and alive—a 
shared journey in which outcomes are not predefined competencies but emergent possibilities. 
In this light, the role of the educator is not to manufacture learning but to foster the trust, 
openness, and patience through which genuine transformation can occur. 
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